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Who was ever careful 
with what they wished for? 


Perhaps it was different for you, but for some of us, having videogames as 
a hobby during our school years wasn't a sure-fire method for becoming 
the most popular kid. When even the members of the Dungeons & 
Dragons lunchtime club look down their noses at you, it’s difficult not to 
ask yourself some questions. What was it about computer games, we 
wondered, that these people just didn't get? Looking back now at the state 
of some of the things we played in the early ‘80s, it's not difficult to 
appreciate why the entire planet wasn't quite ready to be hooked just yet, 
but for a while there it felt like a mystery. The world of comics [not graphic 
novels - that rephrasing would come later) was similar: who couldn't be 
absolutely gripped by the exploits of The Uncanny X-Men? Again, for the 
time being, turned out it was just us. Change was a long while coming. 

As this issue goes to press, the biggest movie at the box office is Free 
Guy, a film all about a videogame. Prior to that, it was DC's The Suicide 
Squad. Before that, Marvel's Black Widow. No, the fact that Free Guy is a 
fun way to spend a couple of hours isn't suddenly going to lift the quality 
of all movies based on games, and we won't be holding on for a Black 
Widow sequel, but you're seeing the theme here. 

The question in 2021 is: has the balance shifted too far in the other 
direction? Do we need as many superhero-centred movies, TV shows and 
cartoons as we're seeing emerge today? Because frankly we have enough 
difficulty keeping up with the torrent of ‘normal’ television being pumped 
out nowadays, let alone what feels like a new wave of costumed avengers 
rocking up every few weeks. But we only have to watch this stuff. Spare a 
thought for the people at the centre of the creative process, rooting around 
for the magic in a superhero universe whose nooks and crannies are 
being explored to the extent that we've just seen Polka-Dot Man on the big 
screen. In this context, that we can be so fired up about Marvel's Midnight 
Suns feels like quite the achievement. Our cover story begins on p58. 
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The trouble with 
game development 


The Activision Blizzard harassment and discrimination 


lawsuit has repercussions for the industry as a whole 


y now, you're probably familiar with at 

least the broad strokes of the lawsuit 
brought against Activision Blizzard by the 
California Department Of Fair Employment 
And Housing. Since it was filed in July, 
its allegations have inspired a lot of 
discussion arcund "frat boy" workplace 
culture", with "cube crawls" seeing mole 
employees drinking "copious amounts of 
alcohol" and wandering between office 
cubicles, leading to "inappropriate 
behaviour toward female employees." 

The full complaint makes for grim 
reading. The result of a two-year 
investigation by the DFEH, it describes 
"a breeding ground for 
harassment and 


discrimination against 
women", spanning 
everything from unequal 
pay and opportunities 

for promotion to rape 

jokes and unsolicited 
comments about the bodies 


of female employees. 
Former World Of 
Warcraft creative director 
Alex Afrasiabi is named specifically, alleged 
to have preyed on female employees at 
events, “attempting to kiss them, and 
putting his arms around them". So widely 
acknowledged were these activities, the 
filing says, that during BlizzCon “his [hotel] 
suite was nicknamed the ‘Cosby Suite’ 
atter alleged rapist Bill Cosby”. Afrasiabi 
was ejected from Blizzard in 2020, 
after an internal investigation into his 
behaviour, but the filing claims that 
he'd had "multiple conversations" with 
Blizzard president J Allen Brack about 
his behaviour previously, and that the only 
consequences were "a slap on the wrist". 


A study found that 
25 per cent of 
survey respondents 
had witnessed 

or experienced 
misconduct 


The picture being painted might be 
particularly unpleasant, but it's also one that 
has become uncomfortably familiar in 
recent years. Last summer, multiple Ubisoft 
employees came forward alleging 
misconduct, including sexual harassment 
and assault, at several of the publisher's 
studios. That was followed by a study, 
published by the company itself, which 
found that 25 per cent of survey 
respondents had witnessed or experienced 
misconduct firsthand. This July, French 
videogame workers union Solidaires 
Informatique filed a legal complaint 
against the company, alleging a 
culture of “institutional 
sexual harassment". 

Prior to the Activision 
Blizzard case, Ubisoft was 
the most high-profile target of 
such claims — but it's far from 
alone. California's DFEH 
also has an ongoing court 
case against league Of 
legends developer Riot 
Games, accusing 
employees of sexual 
harassment and “gender discrimination in 
hiring, pay and promotion decisions”. The 
studio was previously sued in 2018 by two 
female staffers for similar reasons; that case 
came a few months after a Kotaku exposé 
on Riot's so-called “bro culture”, with 
reported issues ranging from inequitable 
interview practices to employees being 
sent unsolicited photos of male genitalia. 


It’s not only large companies, either. 

In 2019, Failbetter Games founder 

Alexis Kennedy was accused by a 

former colleague of “a pattern of abuse”, 
exploiting his position and reputation “as a 


DEVELOPING 
PROBLEM 

One of the many trains 
of thought prompted 
by these reports is why 
such toxic workplaces 
might be endemic to 
the videogame industry 
in particular. The DFEH 
lawsuit offers one 
potential reason, 
calling it a “male- 
dominated industry”. 
HR specialist Caroline 
Stokes points to the 
pressures that most 
studios are operating 
under, both financially 
and in terms of 
backlash if a game 

is received poorly. 
Another problem, she 
notes, involves the 
pedestals on which 
notable developers 
can be placed. This 
contributes to “a sense 
of superiority”, which 
means attempted 
remedies can be 
viewed as “a pain in 
the neck that's getting 
in the way of them 
programming or doing 
their art or, you know, 
doing things how they 
used to be able to." 


RIGHT The shiny 
exterior of BlizzCon 
events masks some 
allegedly awful 
behaviour behind the 
scenes. This year's 
event was cancelled 
but it's expected to 
return in early 2022 


cover for his predations" = a claim backed 
up by another woman who had been in a 
romantic relationship with Kennedy while 
he was her line manager. (Kennedy, for his 
part, responded that “all these claims are 
nonsense" | In early 2021, Gamesindustry. 
biz reported on what it called an 


H H . n 
environment hostile to women” at 
Scavengers Studio, the Montreal-based 
developer of Season, focusing on sexist 


conduct and inappropriate comments on 
the part of studio co-founder and creative 
director Simon Darveau. (Scavengers said 
in a statement that Darveau “accepted 
responsibility for his actions" .] 

In August, Gone Home and Open 
Roads developer Fullbright announced thot 
cofounder Steve Gaynor had stepped 
back from his role at the studio, without 
being explicit regarding the reasons. 


Gaynor later tweeted: “My leadership style 


Ф 


was hurtful to people that worked at 
Fullbright." Further aspects of the picture 
were outlined in a Polygon report, 
describing a "controlling" work environment 
hidden behind a veneer of inclusivity = 
Fullbright's games having been celebrated 


for their representation of, in particular, 
female and queer experiences. Reportedly, 
15 employees have left the studio since 
development on Open Roads began in 
2019, at least ten of them women. 

1/5 worth noting that, unlike the 
aforementioned cases, there is no 
allegation of sexual harassment in the case 
of Fullbright. Rather, the focus is on how 
Gaynor created a toxic work culture. It's a 
phrase that crops up repeatedly in such 
stories, and it doesn't always mean the 
same thing. In February, a report on 
TheGamer.com related the concerns of 
employees at Techland, the Polish studio P 
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Following news of 
the lawsuit, brands 
including Kellogg and 
T-Mobile pulled their 
sponsorship of 
Blizzard's Overwatch 
League. Coca-Cola 
was reported to be 
reconsidering its 
sponsorship deal, but 
at the time of writing 
remains listed on 

the League's site 


behind Dying Light, citing mismanagement 
and a “creativitykilling vibe" that has led to 
staff churn. Parisbased Quantic Dream is 
currently locked in a libel trial with Le 
Monde and Mediapart over reports in the 
French publications of, among other things, 
a culture of inappropriate jokes at the 
studio, in particular regarding offensive 
Photoshopped images of employees. (The 
verdict of that case was due in July but, at 
time of writing, remains unknown.) 

This isn't an exhaustive list. It doesn't 


already made "significant changes to 
address company culture and reflect more 
diversity within our leadership teams". This 
sentiment was echoed in an internal notice 
sent to employees by Frances Townsend, 
the company's executive vice president for 
corporate affairs, which referred to the 
DFEH's complaint as “a truly meritless and 
irresponsible lawsuit". 
That was quickly 
rejected by employees. 


Is hard not to get 


The corporate narrative here is of a 
company realising its mistake and 
changing its ways, but it hasn't proved 
satisfactory all round. The ABK Workers 
Alliance, which organised the Blizzard 
walkout, has since published an open 
letter to management in which they wrote: 


"The solutions you proposed in that letter 
did not meaningfully 
address our requests." 

It's a sentiment echoed in 


cover issues of 'crunc 
overwork, for examp 


h culture’ and 
e, and it also 


seems entirely likely that, by the time of 


publication, new stori 


es along these lines 


will have come to light. What's clear, 


though, is that a cultu 


re of toxicity stretches 


An open letter to company 
heads, signed by more 
than 3,000 current and 
former Activision Blizzard 
staff, said the response was 
"abhorrent and insulting" 
and called on bosses to 


the impression that 
this is an endemic 
culture problem 
that spans the 
game industry 


a similar letter written by a 


group of Ubisoft emp 


Oyees, 


which characterises their 


employer's response to last 
year's reports as "nothing 


more than a year of k 


ind 


words, empty promises, and 


far beyond a select group of game 
developers. Scanning report after report, 
noting many of the similarities in studios 
across the globe and of varying scale, it's 
hard not to get the impression that this is an 
endemic culture problem that spans the 
industry. Accepting this cultural problem, as 
it seems the industry is beginning to, the 


question becomes: what happens next? 


In the case of Activision Blizzard, 
that question remains unanswered. The 


company’s initial response to the lawsuit 
was to deny its claims outright, issuing a 
statement accusing the DFEH of "distorted, 
and in many cases false, descriptions of 
Blizzard's past" and claiming that it had 


"demonstrate compassion 
for victims of harassment 
and assault”. It was followed by a staff 
walkout, with protests both at Blizzard's 
California campus and, for those unable to 
attend in person, online. 

At the time of this response - and a 
seven per cent drop in Activision Blizzard's 
stock price - CEO Bobby Kotick issued a 
letter to employees acknowledging that the 
companys initial response had been "tone 
deaf", and promising "swift action". Since 
then, Brack has stepped down from his role 
as president, with the role to be shared by 
Mike Ybarra and Jen Oneal — making this 
the first time Blizzard has been led [or at 
least coled] by a woman. 


an inobility or unwillingness 
to remove known offenders". 
The implication is that Ubisoft has gone 
through the motions in public while doing 
little in the way of substance behind the 
scenes. A spokesperson for the employee 
group tells us that "there have been very 
clear indicators that are visible from the 
outside such as certain MDs stepping down, 
but not leaving the company." This isn't real 
change, they insist, and it's not protecting 
the victims of the reported abuse. 

Being essentially a year ahead of the 
current situation at Activision Blizzard, the 
group recognises patterns in the company's 
response. “It's a carbon copy of what 
happened at Ubisoft,” we're told. “Let the 


“The lawsuit with Activision Blizzard is just the 
beginning,” Forward CEO Caroline Stokes warns 


publicly named problem-causers resign 

and move on to another cushy job, a large 
severance package and no consequences, 
promise some training that will undoubtedly 
be an annual two-hour training session that 
the abusers ignore or, worse, learn [how to 
evade consequences] from. Job done.” 

For those assuming the best based on 
its public gestures — that Ubisoft had been 
moving in the right direction — this feels like 
a wake-up call. So, how can we identify 
meaningful change from the outside? Is the 
only way to watch groups such as this 
one? "Sadly, you might be right that the 
onus falls onto the employees and the 
victims to speak up," the spokesperson 
says. "In the eyes of Ubisoft's top 
management, everything is getting better. 
Looking at the comments on the internal 
forum and the number of people stil 
interested in signing the letter, it's clear the 
employees on the ground think otherwise.” 

The next question, then, is what will 
it take — if not widespread reports, lawsuits 
and employee walkouts - to engender 
real change? For the Ubisoft employee 
group, the answer is simple: “The only 
way to fight this is a bottom-up collective 
action, and that's what you see happening 
across Ubisoft, across Activision Blizzard 
and, soon, across the industry.” As well 
as the kind of organised protests we've 
seen from Activision Blizzard employees, 
"it's looking more and more likely that 
unions have an important part to play in 


the industry. An independent body of 
oversight may be what's required to make 
sure companies aren't simply making 
emply promises." 

Caroline Stokes, CEO at Forward, 
which specialises in people development 
and has clients in the videogame industry, 
argues that top-down change is possible, 
however. "| vehemently believe that 
eadership development is absolutely 
essential for the health and wealth of the 
gaming industry," she says. Training can 
be part of a real solution, she argues, 
especially at the top of a company’s 
hierarchy, but it has to be seen as more 
than "an HR tick box exercise". 

Stokes began her career in the 
videogame industry in the early ‘90s at 
Virgin Interactive and Sony, managing PR 
at the launch of the original PlayStation, 
before making the move into HR. Today, 
her clients at Forward include Microsoft, 
Sony and EA. It's perhaps natural, then, 
that she would see things this way. But it's 
worth noting she has firsthand experience 
of toxic workplace cultures herself, and has 
felt unsafe in certain situations through her 
career. Recently, her work in games has 
involved talking with employees at Riot 
“о help them navigate the corporate 
environment so that they can be heard, 
and can get the promotions they deserve". 

When it comes to forcing change, 
Stokes also foresees more external 
sanctions for companies that fail in this 
regard. "There will be fines, I'm pretty sure 
of it, if organisations don't step up with 
this,” she says, citing the recent SEC 
approval of a Nasdaq proposal for listed 
companies to meet certain minimum targets 
for the gender and ethnic diversity of their 
boards, or else explain in writing why they 
aren't doing so. "The lawsuit with Activision 
Blizzard is just the beginning." 

Stokes believes fines and other 
penalties that have a measurable financial 
impact on companies will have the biggest 
effect when it comes to changing 
behaviour. "This is where it hurts. | don't 
want to say that, but it's the truth. That's 
where it hurts the C-suite the most, and 
hurts the shareholders." 

A common consumer proposal for 
punishing companies financially is a 
product boycott. I's an established practice: 
if you discover that a particular clothing 
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brand uses sweatshops, no longer buying 
its products might be a logical reaction. 
However, games aren't directly comparable 
to clothing, and there's an argument that 
pulling support from a particular title only 
punishes the employees who worked hard 
to make it. “It’s a really bad feeling for 
those of us women who still work and fight 
daily at said company," one Blizzard 
employee wrote on Twitter, faced with 
players shunning the publisher's output as a 
whole. The financial reality is that a boycott 
is less likely to hurt the company's higher- 
ups than the people it's attempting to help, 
as the same employee pointed out: "When 
people don't spend money on our games, 
it affects my profit sharing and what my 
bonus [percentage] is." 


For the Ubisoft employee group, 
being vocal actually matters more than 
withdrawing financial support. “Тһе most 
helpful thing [players] can do is join us in 
demanding better from these companies," 
the spokesperson says. Social media is a 
vital tool in this regard, of course, but the 
group believes any conversation, even if it 
d 


oesn't have a digital footprint, is valuable. 
'Have a discussion about these issues. 
They're not exclusive to the games industry, 
and the only way to empower people is to 
make people aware they're ongoing." 

In this respect, the fact that we're 
talking openly about Activision Blizzard is 
a form of progress. "I'm actually glad - | 
know, this sounds terrible — that there has 
been such an uproar with Activision 
Blizzard, and that there's been a walkout. 
People are not prepared to be treated 
badly any more," Stokes says. “l thought 
Riot would have done it — as in, make that 
change for everybody — but no. | thought 
Ubisoft would have done it, but no. With 
Activision Blizzard, people are walking 
out, there's a lawsuit... that's got to inspire 
and trigger change. It has to." 

On this point, the Ubisoft employee 
group is in agreement: "We feel that this 
past month might just be the cotalyst for 
wider reforms across the industry. We've 
been talking to the workers within the ABK 
Workers Alliance, sharing resources and 
collaborating, and we're looking to involve 
employees from other developers and 
publishers with one simple goal in mind: 

a better games industry." B 
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Dream state 


Dean Anderson is predicting a streamlined 
tuture for user-generated content in games 


oseph Gordontevitt's ЕЗ pitch for 

HitRecord was easy to get swept up 
by. His company would help community 
creators funnel music, animation and art 
assets into Beyond Good & Evil 2. 
Through the Space Monkey Program, as 
it was known, fans would get the chance 
to be part of the sequel to a cult classic, 
and Ubisoft would gain the extra material 
it sorely needed to fill the multiple planets 
promised for the game. 

The negative response from 
professionals, however, hit like a series of 
Inception bwarps. Since only those whose 
work influenced the final game would be 
compensated, creators would be working 
on spec. Some called the system 
exploitative, a sentiment echoed 
when Ubisoft worked with 
HitRecord again for Watch 
Dogs: Legion. While the 
publisher's PR fought the 
flames, however, another 
part of the company had 
enough distance to think 
philosophically about its 
situation - and even learn 
some lessons. In 2019, 
Ubisoft's Entrepreneurs Lab 
in Paris worked for six 
months with a startup, Playerstate, aiming 
to fix the problem HitRecord had exposed. 


“User-generated content sits right 
between the gig economy and the passion 
economy,” says Dean Anderson, CEO of 
Playerstate, ahead of his presentation at 
this October's Develop:Brighton 
conference. “The gig economy is 
freelancers and outsourcing studios and 
people who get paid to do work. And 
then you've got the passion economy, 
which is people who are just creating 
content and working because they want 
to contribute, they want to help." 
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“If you have one 
big player in the 
space that has all 
the control, | don’t 
ever see that as 
being positive” 


Playerstate's proposed solution, first 
pitched to Ubisoft, is a twotier reward 
model. Any work that requires a lot of toil 
and attention should be handled through 
an RFP, or Request For Proposal. “That 
way, all the rates and rewards are 
agreed upfront, and there's no speculative 
work involved." Then there's the smaller 
stuff, such as character skins or even GlFs 
intended for a games social media use. 
"If it's low-touch work, then | think it's OK 
for the community to be rewarded with 
in-game digital goods,” Anderson says. 
"But it can't be stuff that involves a huge 
amount of time." It's not a line that will 
satisfy everyone, but Anderson assures us 
it's drawn with the best of intentions. 
"We're very much focused on ensuring 
that creators are rewarded 
transparently, and in a way 
that most people consider 
to be fair. It’s a tricky one 
to get right." 

Their Ubisoft initiative 
ong since concluded, 
Anderson and team have 
aunched Playerstate in 
early access. It's a toolset 
intended to facilitate the 
low of usergenerated 
content for any game studio that wants it, 
while avoiding the associated pitfalls and 
controversies. Ideally, it'll help create a 
more "distributed" landscape for UGC, 
beyond the walled gardens of Roblox 
and Dreams. "If you have one big player 
in the space that has all the control, | 
don't ever see that as being a positive 
thing," Anderson says. 

During our own investigation into 
Roblox in E361, we talked to creators 
who are itching to escape the restrictions 
of its 3D engine and severe revenve split. 
Anderson suggests that ultimately, creators 
who have grown up within Roblox's walls 


GENERATION 
GAME 

It's no secret that UGC 
platforms are especially 
popular with young 
audiences - last year, 
more than half of all 
North American children 
under the age of 16 
were playing Roblox. 
But Anderson believes a 
reckoning is coming for 
platform holders who 
don't account for that 
age and the 
responsibility that 
comes with it. "There 

is new legislation 
coming into place to 
[determine] content 
that kids can view," 

he says. "And it's 
something that 
platform holders need 
to be very careful and 
aware of." Since 
Playerstate is freshly 
launched in early access, 
it's well positioned to 
get ahead of such 
change. "As the 
regulatory environment 
shifts, and as new 
legislation comes into 
play, we are able to 
build and design for that 
now," Anderson says. 
"We don't have to go 
back and retrospectively 
change things." 


Tickets are available 
for Develop:Brighton 
(developconference. 
com) now, where 
Dean Anderson will be 
presenting on Oct 28 


will clamber out, shopping for platforms 
that better meet their needs. "As they get 
a little bit older, they'll be looking for 
opportunities to create content for the 
games that they love," he says. "But right 
now, there's no real safe place for them to 
do that in terms of managing their IP and 
ensuring they're being rewarded fairly.” 

Beyond Roblox, there's Dreams, which, 
despite Sony's backing, hasn't achieved 
mainstream success. "| think monetisation 
is a big part of it,” Anderson says. 
"Passion will be the initial thing that gets 
people onto your platform. But if you want 
to keep people engaged and keep them 
coming back, you've got to work out a 
way to share your profits. And without 
thot, | don't think it's sustainable." 

Anderson suspects Media Molecule is 
"very aware” of that issue — the developer 
opened a beta program last year which 
allowed testers to put their Dreams work 
lo commercial use outside of Sony's 
ecosystem. But it's a "can of worms", 
Anderson reckons. "For a platform like 
Dreams, monetisation becomes incredibly 
complex," he says. "They've got to be 
careful that people aren't using content 
that they don't have copyright to." 

Could Anderson pick a winner in the 
battle between UGC platforms? For him, 
there'll be no victory if any one approach 
comes out on top. “I think value needs to 
be distributed," he says. “I think people 
need choice, and there needs to be 
transparency. | think that's what's going to 
really accelerate the space." It's the same 
philosophy that drives Playerstate's creator 
reward system, built not to encourage 
zerosum competition but rather a more 
even distribution of compensation for 
services rendered. "What we don't 
want is to create winners and losers, 
essentially," Anderson says. "That's exactly 
what the HitRecord platform did." E 


HitRecord has paid 
$50,000 to Beyond Good & 
Evil 2 community creators 
to date — with $35,900 
"pending/proposed" 


Playerstate is intended 
to be collaborative, 
not just a way to 
deliver finished work 


DRAGON 
SCALE 


Why don’t triple-A 


studios create their 


own UGC platforms? 


It’s the Dragon’s Den-style 
question Dean Anderson 
gets a lot: why would big 
studios incorporate a 
UGC platform such as 
Playerstate when they 
could build their own? 
“Some will build their 
own,” he counters. “But 
the reality is, once we get 
Playerstate off the ground 
and we have a significant 
community, we will have 
economies of scale on our 
side.” For many triple-A 
developers, he argues, 
UGC is a distraction 
they'd happily leave to 

a third party. He adds, 

“If we can come in with 

a solution that drives 
efficiency, it makes 
complete sense for them 
to use a platform like 
Playerstate rather than try 
to build them themselves." 


Core (top) offers a 50/50 revenue split — notably better than that of 
Roblox (above centre). Most creators in Dreams (above) who want 
to make money currently rely on outside services such as Patreon 


KNOWLEDGE 
PROTESTS 


Rally up 


How two artists founded an archive of games for 
protest events for a new era of political activism 


he next time you're walking down a 

street with friends, try playing a round 
of "corporate exorcism" game Skcubrats. 
You score points by shouting out corporate 
signs backwards. First player to ten wins. 


Alternatively, keep 
crumbles. Skcubra 


going until capitalism 


ts is one of the lighter 


entries in Casual Games For Protesters, an 


archive of physica 
rallies and marche 


games to play at 
s. The goal is to make 


"participating in social change [feel] 
exhilarating, social, intellectually and 
physically stimulating, liberatory and fun" 
— though, as the creators acknowledge, 


"context is crucial". It's one thing to 
‘protest playtully’ in the UK, quite another 
to do so in a country where police 
routinely bear arms. 
Launched in 2017, 
CGP is the work of writer- 
performer Dr Harry 
Josephine Giles and 
Professor Paolo Pedercini, 
founder of Molleindustria 
Games. At the time, 
Pedercini was pondering 
the implications of the US 
election. As a videogame 
developer, he had a track 
record for anti-capitalist 
satires such as Phone Story, but these 
seemed a “dead end" in the face of 
Trumpism. Giles, meanwhile, had spent 
years making theatre in “the crunchy 
places where performance and politics 
get muddled up"; their past projects 
include gently subversive games for hikers 
and city walkers. Pedercini stumbled on 


the latter during his search for inspiration, 
and saw potential for a collaboration. 
The CGP archive spans original ideas 
and borrowings from many places and 
political art movements. Many entries are 
simply designed to bring protestors 
together: in Hidden Links, you silently pick 
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Pokémon Go offers 
a useful pretext 

for gathering that 
has been seized 
upon by activists 

in Hong Kong 


two people and try to stand at the same 
distance from each. Other games are 
about overcoming hobits of respect 
towards the authorities. Mind Reading 
sees players improvising a monologue for 
any watching police, for example. 
Pedercini and Giles’ broad aim was 
to get more people protesting while 
educating them about repression through 
simple mechanics. Their project sits 
intriguingly alongside the recent trend of 
protests that are staged inside 
videogames, such as Angela Washko's 
one-woman campaign against misogyny 
in World Of Warcraft. Rather than turning 
apolitical” videogames into political 
platforms, CGP uses game design to 
disrupt the everyday operation of public 
spaces. Between these two 
forms of gamified protest lie 
alternatereality games such 
as Pokémon Go, which 
offer a useful pretext for 
unapproved gathering that 
has been seized upon by 
activists in Hong Kong. 


Neither CGP nor 


the political climate has 
evolved quite as the 
project's creators expected. While there 
were major protest events in the US 
following Trump's election, from Black 
Lives Matter to the Women's March, 
Pedercini argues that most activism has 
taken place away from the street. "| think 
people figured that it was more important 
to [be represented] in politics. There was 
a push for unionisation, which has never 
been seen by this generation in the US." 
Giles, meanwhile, has been 
underwhelmed by protests against Brexit 
and Tory austerity: "Huge mass marches 
every few months [...] that had no 
coherent aim and did nothing except kind 


TABLETOP 
ACTIVISM 

If Casual Games For 
Protest hasn't caught 
on among protesters, 
it has drawn interest 
from other artists, 
academics and 
journalists. “I've run 

a bunch of indoor 
workshops myself, but 
overall the project 
worked more as a 
speculative design," 
Paolo Pedercini says, 
adding, “I've been 
joking about a sequel 
titled Casual Games 
For Meetings, because 
that's a lot of what 1 
did in the last four 
years.” His pen-and- 
paper RPG Rules & 
Roberts riffs on the 
idea, blending fantasy 
quests with a 
19th-century manual 
of parliamentary 
procedures. It “suffers 
from the same issue 
[as CGP]: a lot of 
people interested in 
the abstract idea, but 
very few actually 


playing it.” 


CGP creators Paolo 
Pedercini and Harry 
Josephine Giles 


of intensify polarised cultural positions.” 

Perhaps as a consequence, CGP 
hasn't built much of a following. "I was 
hoping it would become a living project 
with occasional updates and submissions 
from other designers and activists but it just 
didn't happen," Pedercini says. "As a 
matter of fact, | haven't any evidence that 
the games were played in the wild." It 
was perhaps the right idea at the wrong 
time. Pedercini suggests that protest art 
projects such as CGP had more cachet 
before Trump and the 2008 financial 
crash as a way of winning over capitalist 
media. "The point was to feed them [a 
narrative] that wasn't just a bunch of 
anarchists smashing windows." 

Whether such art should cater to the 
mainstream is another question. Giles 
fears turning protest into art has become a 
“playbook” for conciliatory middle-class 
centreleft movements. "I would say that 
when artists get involved in anything, they 
tend to gentrify it to fuck. Not all artists! 
Like art as an institution.” The result is the 
“neutralisation” of radical politics, and in 
hindsight, Giles feels that CGP adopted 
some of the same “rhetorical moves". 

So is Casual Games For Protests a 
dead end for activism? Pedercini sees 
untapped potential, suggesting the 
"rituals" of game design might yet offer 
inspiration for collective organising. “l 
think there's a little bit of that in Black Lives 
Matter — rituals of grief, that were kind of 
rule-based and participatory.” Giles, 
meanwhile, argues that game+type 
experiences are better used to "radicalise" 
and train existing activists than to expand 
the appeal of protest. "How police lines 
form and how you can break them with 
wedge movements — things like that. Tue 
played training games about how to 
evade a police kettle. | want to see 
a lot more of that kind of thing." B 
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Presented in the form of a breezy DIY 
manual, CGP entries have "difficulty 
levels" corresponding to the risk of 
confrontation with law enforcement 
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MELATONIN 


SOUND ASLEEP 


Contemporary concerns meet rich dreamscapes 
in а rhythm game you shouldn't snooze on 


Vancouver-based developer David 
Huynh says he “wanted to tell a story 
about how your own personal desires 
and anxieties can affect your dreams 
and vice versa. The story in Melatonin 
is about that feedback loop spiraling 
out of control.” Yet this is no dark, 
moody exploration of the human 
psyche, but a rhythm-action game that 
has you whacking alarm clocks with a 
baseball bat one minute and speeding 
after a box of delicious doughnuts the 


next. With minigames themed around 
followers, tech, money and food, it’s 
essentially Rhythm Paradise for the 
Twitter generation; those dreamy 
looks, meanwhile, are “a blend of 
styles from animated shows that | 
watch, such as Adventure Time and 
Mob Psycho 100.” Assuming reality 
doesn't intrude on Huynh's plans, 
we can look forward to entering a 
rhythmic reverie when Melatonin 
launches on PC in early 2022. M 
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TALK/ARCADE 


Soundbytes 


“The charade of launch timing 
serves little purpose except this 
dance with equity analysts. 


Instead, the 


focus and push for is a game 
that blows people’s minds.” 


Is Nexon CEO Owen Mahoney the first game exec to speak publicly about the 


Game commentary іп snack-sized mouthfuls 


“It's the intention that 
matters. We do believe 
that for companies that 
have messed up, there’s 
always a path to 
redemption. [But] the 
earlier you get started, 
the easier it gets.” 


As she departs as head of trade body IGDA, Nika Nour 
strikes a hopeful note for the likes of Activision Blizzard 


“Oh my god, this 
11-year-old Roblox 
dev literally sounds 
like a 40-year-old 
burned-out indie dev 


"You know Travis got 
paid, Ariana got paid, 
Marvel got paid. Then 
you turn around and 
completely shit on 


gone out of business... your own industry.” 


Indie veteran Rami Ismail i № Nopopos Folmer Kelly on 
contemplates the downside | K Epic's plundering of Among Us 
of starting them young Ёз ЕЗ for Fortnite’s Impostors mode 


right thing to 


problem with ship dates cast in concrete? (More importantly, will he be the last?) 
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ARCADE 
WATCH 


Keeping an eye on the 
coin-op gaming scene 


Arcades Four Quarters and NQ64 
Locations London and Edinburgh 


Over the years we've probably 
spent way too much time 
fretting about the fate of old 
coin-ops, imagining them 
rotting away in leaky old 
garages, but to be fair we 
couldn't reasonably have 
foreseen the scale of 
enthusiasm that exists for 
keeping them alive – and, 
increasingly, available for 
everyone to play, rather than 
squirrelled away in private 
collections. August saw the 
opening of two more UK 
venues where arcade machines 
can continue their useful lives 
well into old age. 

London's contribution is 
the flagship site for the Four 
Quarters barcade chain - at 
3,000 square feet, considerably 
larger than its two other sites in 
the UK capital. Located at 
Elephant Park, the venue 
(above) hosts games including 
Asteroids, House Of The Dead 
and the unstoppable Sega Rally. 

Meanwhile, Lothian Road in 
Edinburgh is the location for 
the latest iteration of NQ64 
(below), which also operates 
barcades in Liverpool, 
Manchester and Birmingham. 
The venue currently hosts over 
30 cabs, including Track & Field, 
Bubble Bobble and OutRun 2. 
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KNOWLEDGE 
THIS MONTH 


BOOK 
Pac-Man: Birth Of An Icon 
bit.ly/pacmanicon 

Arjan Terpstra and Tim Lapetino 
deliver a comprehensive and 
colourful history of Матсо 5 
mascot in Cook & Becker's 
latest lavish coffee-table tome. 
Bolstered by interviews with 
key figures, Birth Of An Icon 
offers rich insights into the 
arcade classic's conception, 
development, design, 
marketing and legacy, 
alongside a wealth of 
fascinating images. These 
include vintage photos, flyers, 
posters and more: a particular 
highlight is a "distribution of 
errors" document (effectively 
an old-fashioned heat map) 
with a graph-paper maze 
marked with crosses showing 
where players were most 
likely to die. It's crowned by 
the first-ever translation of 
Toru Iwatani's book Pac-Man's 
Game Study Manual, offering 
reflections on his career at 
Namco and the design of 

his seminal creation. 


VIDEO 


DreamsCom: The Reality 
hit.ly/dreamsthereality 
DreamsCom 2021 was a 
delightful reminder of the 
Dreams community's creativity, 
showcased via an in-game 
expo at which one booth left us 
with an earworm we haven't 
dislodged since. Alongside 
user creations were two 
forthcoming projects under 
the Mm Originals banner: the 
beautiful track-builder Tren, 
and dungeon-crawler Ancient 
Dangers: А Bat's Tale. But the 
most dazzling moment of all 
belonged to BadRobo82's The 
Reality, a captivating series of 
environments shooting for 
photorealism and amply 
demonstrating the flexibility 
and power of Media 
Molecule's creative toolkit. 


WEB GAME 
Secrets Of Soil 
bit.ly/secretsofsoil 
Artist and developer Henry 
Driver aims to use games to 
explore environmental issues. 
This short interactive journey 
explains 50115 role in 
combating climate change, 
while highlighting the dangers 
of intensive farming and use of 
chemicals. Yet it's anything but 
a dry lecture. Lynsey Murrell's 
narration is well pitched (and 
includes one brilliantly awful 
pun), while Driver turns this 
subterranean odyssey into 
something truly fantastical: 
colonies of swarming bacteria 
and glowing fungi are made to 
look like alien worlds, with the 
sort of palette you'd normally 
associate with games from 
Mizuguchi and Minter. More 
traditional game-like elements 
(guiding an earthworm to form 
abstract burrow structures) 
play second fiddle to the 
hypnotic pleasure of simply 
moving around this 
“underground cosmos”. 


THIS MONTH ON EDGE 


When we weren't doing everything else, we were thinking about stuff like this 


HARDWARE 


The A500 Mini 


bit.ly/A500mini 

The newest miniature retro console is... a computer? Bundled with 
a two-button mouse and a controller based on the unit originally 
designed for Commodore's CD32, the A500 Mini is due in 2022 

at £120. It will emulate the original hardware's chipset, but also 
the more powerful architecture of the A1200, and will support 
sideloading and save states besides. A dozen of the 25 games have 
been announced, including Alien Breed 3D, Pinball Dreams and 
Bitmap Bros classics Speedball 2: Brutal Deluxe and The Chaos 
Engine. Intriguingly, Kick Off 2 is also there, but — so far — no 
Sensible Soccer. Will that age-old rivalry resume next year? 


Epic yarns 

Official Kirby website features 
Kafka-referencing placeholder 
text. The MetaKnight- 
morphosis, anyone? 


Making an entrance 
Portal-powered FPS Splitgate 
reaches 10m downloads 

in less than a month... 


Sound voyager 

RPG The Vale: Shadow Of The 
Crown sets a new benchmark 
for audio-only games 


Mobster’s ball 

Kazuma Kiryu is added to 
the playable roster in Super 
Monkey Ball: Banana Mania 


Е 


Impostors syndrome 

Fortnite's new mode apes 

Among Us in the most * 
brazen rip-off since, well, D 

that time it copied PUBG 


Close the gates 

... but lengthy queues and 
server troubles force it to 
remain in open beta 


Can’t cash Out 

Despite a solid launch, People 
Can Fly hasn't made a dime 
from RPG shooter Outriders 


Game over 

Popular London arcade 
Namco Funscape is sadly 
forced to close after 25 years 
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THE FUTURE OF INTERACTIVE ENTERTAINMENT 


C 


| don't want control of you 
Why do I enjoy (reJinstalling games more 
than actually playing them? I've been 
pondering this one for a while. Due to past 
Steam sales with aggressive discounts you 
can't refuse, and free games drip-fed into 
my library through Epic and Amazon Games, 
I now ‘own’ over 800 games. Frankly, it’s an 
amount that a younger version of myself 
would have drooled over as he was replaying 
Harry Potter And The Philosopher's Stone on 
Game Boy Color for the 13th time. 

However, now my nights are spent 
trawling my treasure trove of titles, debating 
whether I want to put in the effort — and 
the bandwidth — to install any of them. Like 
a hoarding dragon, I'd much 
rather sit on my mountain of 
playable digital wealth than 
actually enjoy any of it. And 
occasionally ГЇЇ find one: опе 
potential game that will spark 
my fancy (that I've probably 
already played) and I'll commit 
myself to the download, 
buffering my girlfriend's 
Netflix stream in the process. 
Once the game is in my hands, 
Pll sit back, relax and probably play it for 
about five minutes before remembering why 
I uninstalled it in the first place, or that I've 
already completed it and won't be able to 
capture that feeling that I got the first time 
— the feeling that made me choose it again. 

I'd like to hope that this isn't just me, 
and that there are other game hoarders out 
there — clutching onto their spoils and 
insisting that someday they might need 
their copy of Sim City 2000 again. Hopefully 
one day we can get together and unpack why 
we're like this. 

Jack Weedon 


“|'d much 


Ain't that enough 

As we approach the end of Fighter Pass 2 — 
and, by extension, the end of new content 
for Super Smash Bros Ultimate — we're being 
met by the harsh reality that creating the 


MBER 


rather sit on my 
mountain of 
digital wealth 
than actually 
enjoy any of it" 


HES 


next Smash Bros game might be an entirely 
thankless, if not impossible, undertaking. 
Sakurai is clearly treating Ultimate as his 
swan song, and we can surely assume if he 
takes any role at all in its sequel, it will be 
quite hands-off. 

If the next Smash retains its roster size, it 
will not be ready for a long time, and if the 
roster shrinks considerably, it will be met 
with ire from fans of the cut characters. 
Changing the game mechanically seems like 
a necessity; equally, changing the formula 
too much risks alienating those who love 
the game as it is. 

It's fair to assume Smash Ultimate-er 
is many years away, but even then, it 
seems Nintendo's best bet is 
to have any successor live in 
tandem with Ultimate, as 
opposed to replacing it. 
Sakurai has surpassed the 
expectations of his fans with 
Ultimate, but equally, he has 
burdened whoever succeeds 
him with a Herculean task. 
Alex McMillan 


Yes indeed — and we're sure 
those conversations at Nintendo are already 
taking place. We certainly don't envy 
whoever is put in charge, but we hope 
Sakurai gets the opportunity to walk away — 
not just because he's a fine designer and 
we'd like to see him tackle a new challenge, 
but because he surely deserves a break. 


Everything flows 

In this period where playing multiplayer 
games indoors is preferable to meeting 
people outdoors, I’ve been playing Rocket 
League with my mates every week. The game 
is free-to-play for all of us, playing on PC, 
PS4, and myself on the Xbox Series X. 
However, now that — let's be charitable — 
the skill gap has widened, we're looking at 
other multiplayer games out there. One such 
game was Chivalry П, which boasts ‘cross- 
play across all platforms’ We were all about 


to pull the trigger (or the archery 
equivalent), only to discover that all console 
and PC players can only play together in 
random matchmaking. 

Phase 2 of the roadmap, as presented by 
Torn Banner Studios, is for players that are 
on different platforms but know each other 
to join the same server, but without using a 
party system. You could end up on opposing 
sides of the conflict, which I’m sure 
someone has sung a beautiful love song 
about, but wouldn’t make my mates’ cries 
any more palatable. Phase 4 has cross- 
platform parties “in progress”, but this 
doesn’t appear to be a priority, or something 
the developer even considered originally, 
judging by studio comments on Reddit. 

I know that there are always issues with 
servers, console developers and so on, but 
the downside here is the same as with most 
modern online games: the legwork required 
to figure out which games we can all play 
together. As we carry on with the current 
generation of digital shiny things, it would 
be great to have some co-ordinated 
transparency without having to go searching 
chat rooms, roadmaps, or rely on some 
arcane Wikipedia page. We’re supposed to 
be gaming in the future now, right? 

Carl Wilson 


The games that make it most convenient 

for friends to play this way can surely only 
increase their overall playerbase, and it’s no 
surprise to see it implemented (mostly) 
effectively in the likes of COD. Before too 
long, not supporting the feature is going to 
mark out a game as something of an antique. 


In our dreams 

Recent whispers imply some form of 
remastered Grand Theft Auto trilogy is in 
the works, repackaging GTAIII, Vice City and 
San Andreas for modern consoles. As 
exciting as the prospect of playing through 
Rockstar’s classic open-world crime fests 
portably on the Switch may be, it’s got 

me thinking about the company’s other 


projects that have remained dormant for 

over a decade now. The likes of Bully and 
Midnight Club. Even titles the studio 
inherited, such as Max Payne апа LA Noire. 
Barring a few re-releases here and there 
(presumably sanctioned by owner 2K rather 
than Rockstar itself), the vast majority of 
Rockstar’s back catalogue has seemingly been 
resigned to the annals of generations gone by. 
I think that’s a real shame. 

It’s clear Rockstar is a drastically different 
company today than it was during those 
halcyon PS2 years, when projects were 
seemingly greenlit as acts of hedonism over 
and above anything that resembled common 
business sense. No one, I assume, was 
clamouring for a prequel to 1979 flick The 
Warriors. And yet. 

Rockstar owns a lot of studios, and to 
its benefit a project as large as Red Dead 
Redemption physically couldn’t be wrought to 
life without its vast network of developers 
spread out across the globe. But I miss the 
Rockstar B-teams, those smaller studios that 
would quietly squirrel away on passion 
projects separate from the monolith that is 
GTA. Imagine if, instead of lining the pockets 
of 2K execs, a fraction of the profits from all 
those Shark Cards was used to fund 
something weird and imaginative at Rockstar 
Dundee? Wouldn’t that be something? 
Rockstar isn’t without its fair share of 
problems, and there are a lot of things from 
the company’s PS2 era that should remain 
firmly in the past, but still — it’s nice to 
dream, isn’t it? 

Liam Richardson 


Yov're right, the days when Rockstar 
suddenly pulled an exceptional table 

tennis sim seemingly out of nowhere feel 
quite a long way behind us now. Where’s the 
remaster of that game? Talking of Rockstar... 


Alcoholiday 


I cannot declare myself a seasoned virtual 


drinker, but very few corporations capture the 


experience with as much verve and joy as 


DISPATCHES 
DIALOGUE 


www.facebook.com/ 
edgeonline 
Discuss gaming topics with 
fellow Edge readers 


Rockstar — whether it be the first faceplant 
into the wet Liberty City tarmac after a 
drinking session with Roman Bellic or the 
epic bender with Lenny Summers in a 
Valentine saloon. 

The history of virtual drunkenness is 
one of blurred screens and erratic movement. 
See Deus Ex, for example (before the 
nanomachines kick in). Later, once Jensen 
starts drinking, the spectacle is upped, but to 
little consequence. Sea Of Thieves caps this 
approach by adding vomit. 

Those are better than the stoic ‘drinking to 
forget’ cutscene, but fall short of the pleasure 
of drinking either alone or socially. Yakuza o 
at least gives us a tasting menu, but also takes 
the bottle away when we’ve had too much. 
Thirty Flights Of Loving is perhaps the only 
game that captures the experience of those 
who won’t join the dancefloor and drink in 
the dark corners of a celebration instead. 

But who does a drunk like a Rockstar 
drunk? A stumbling, disoriented mess, 
vulnerable to a hostile crowd; quick to cause 
offence, quicker to take a fall. And they 
capture the social side. These are often set- 
pieces to bond with NPCs: once 
automatons and props, now drinking buddies. 
Singing, dancing, fighting, barfing — the full 
gamut of reckless excess. 

Video essay series Every Frame A Painting 
contrasted Edgar Wright’s approach to taking 
a character on a journey with that of more 
functional filmmakers. In Wright’s Hot Fuzz, 
as we head from the city, mobile reception 
deteriorates, black cabs are replaced with 
minicabs and the trains become smaller and 
pokier: we get a story. In contrast, other films 
provide nothing more than a statement of 
travel. This is what the blurry screen and 
wobbly controls are: a functional statement of 
drunkenness. Give me an occasion, give me 
friends, give me a song and dance and a story 
of an epic night — and give me a virtual drink! 
Tom Piercy 


We'll raise a glass to that. And have 12 months 
of Game Pass Ultimate on us. Cheers! BM 
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cross film, theatre or television, the 

legal drama portrays an alternative 

universe in which a puzzling binary 
question can be settled beyond doubt, to the 
intellectual and emotional satisfaction of the 
audience. The world outside our windows 
might be a never-ending blizzard of chaotic 
and irrational rubbish where certainty is 
impossible, but in the microcosm that is the 
courtroom we can at least witness an ideal 
version of truth-finding and justice. 

So it has been since the ancient Greek 
tragedian | Aeschylus composed The 
Eumenides, the third play in his Oresteia 
trilogy, in which Orestes is arraigned for the 
murder of his mother and his guilt debated in 
the first 12-person jury trial, presided over by 
the goddess Athena herself. That symbolises 
the moment in the evolution of human 
civilization when endlessly ramifying blood 
feuds are replaced by impersonal, impartial 
justice, to the benefit of all. 

And so to the modern courtroom drama 
born in the 20th century, early examples of 
which include Terence Rattigan's play The 
Winslow Boy (1946) and, of course, T'welve 
Angry Men — originally a TV drama by 
Reginald Rose (1954), then a play, and then a 
celebrated movie directed by Sidney Lumet in 
1957. The latter defined the modern legal 
fiction as a locus of explorations of 
contemporary social issues, and so it has 
remained, even when the drama is leavened by 
comedy. Boston Legal (2004-2008), for 
instance, ran topical episodes about post- 
Katrina New Orleans and terrorism 
legislation, though arguably the high point of 
each episode is when odd-couple attorneys 
William Shatner and James Spader share a 
cigar together on their rooftop and perform 
touching rituals of male friendship. 

Almost none of these fictions, though, is a 
reliable guide to actual legal practice. The US 
Supreme Court justice Sonia Sotomayor has 
said that she was inspired to study for a law 
degree after seeing Twelve Angry Men, but 
also that once she was a judge she sometimes 


26 


DISPATCHES 
PERSPECTIVE 


© 


STEVEN POOLE 


Trigger Happy 


Shoot first, ask questions later 


No one (I think) ever shouts 
“YES!” when presenting 
evidence in court, or has an 
invisible fan blowing at them 


had to tell juries to ignore that film, since the 
fictional jury members go on wild flights of 
speculation and also perform their own 
research into the case, illegally. Legal dramas 
are not documentaries about a profession, but 
a way to exercise our own moral and 
intellectual imaginations. 

Similarly, though no one (I think) ever 
shouts “YES!” when presenting evidence in 
court, or has an invisible fan blowing 
permanently at them so the tails of their red 
headband can flutter prettily in the wind, the 
extraordinary charm and silliness of the Ace 
Attorney videogames does not mean they are 


not also serious works. Or so it seemed to me 
when gratefully loading up The Great Ace 
Attorney Chronicles апа being blissfully 
reminded of all the other cases I have 
successfully solved over the years. The clatter 
of the scene-setting teletype, the “surprise” 
sound effects, the lines of dialogue that read 
simply “........ > the meditative rhythm of trying 
to stab the A button at just the right time to 
make the next line of text appear instantly — 
all these things are like a warm bath to anyone 
who first played the GBA games 20 years ago. 
The character design is, as usual, 
exquisite: a prosecutor’s eyes are permanently 
hidden behind the reflecting white oblongs of 
his spectacle lenses; a military officer has his 
crying newborn baby strapped to his back; 
people thunderously karate-chop the desks in 
front of them, and then a nervous defendant 
slams his own palms down on the table, 
making only a tiny slap, and does a comic 
double-take. The ups and downs of anxiety 
and triumph as you navigate the fixed rails of 
the narrative are still expertly judged, and you 
still feel as though you’re not simply being 
told a story but actively finding things out. 
And yet there is something melancholy 
and sober, too, in this world, as there always 
has been in designer Shu Takumi’s vision: not 
just aesthetically, in touches such as the 
haunting way in which, in a character’s 
memory, another character will fade out from 
their surroundings, leaving an empty chair, 
but also in its reckoning with imperial 
arrogance, corruption, and xenophobia. The 
game may be set in the 19th century but such 
issues are still with us, as it does not need to 
crudely emphasise. And so Ace Attorney 
Chronicles can also be thought of in the 
company of Arthur Miller’s The Crucible 
(1953), a historical drama about the Salem 
witch trials that is also a commentary on the 
anti-Communist mania that gripped 1950s 
America — both are legal fictions that can 
prompt us to reflect on present realities. 


Steven Poole’s Trigger Happy 2.0 is now available from 
Amazon. Visit him online at www.stevenpoole.net 
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SAM BARLOW 


Unreliable Narrator 


Exploring stories in games and the art of telling tales 


out of a need to keep people safe and 

address the abuses of power that have 
run wild in the entertainment industry. But 
also, their job is to help to create moments of 
intimacy that are hot/tender/real, as a story 
demands. Our intimacy coordinator for 
Immortality is called Jean, and she is 
marvellous. Like a stunt supervisor, Jean is 
there to keep everyone safe, but she also 
wants to create some stunts (sex) that will 
take the audience's breath away. Along with 
her bag of modesty garments, Jean brings a 
genuine passion for humanity and our 
capacity for intimacy. Talking with her — 
especially in the climate of further industry 
exposés of abuse and toxicity — made me 
think. Under such clouds, it would be easy to 
shy away from this kind of subject matter. But 
perhaps a better course of action is to 
embrace it. Shouldn't a healthier depiction of 
sex in games make everything healthier? 

Sex in games is so often pitched as a quest 
reward ог objective. Most videogame 
characters start out with no sex partner and 
the player must go out and win/romance/ 
seduce one. Where are all the videogame 
characters for whom sex is a regular part of 
their life with their partner(s)? Where is the 
everyday sex? In Nic Roeg's movie Don't Look 
Now, the sex scene shows a grieving couple 
finding a connection, intercut alongside 
domestic minutiae as the lovers dress 
afterwards for dinner. It's tender and real. The 
idea that sex in games is often something to 
be pursued and won is problematic. You pick 
a partner out of the catalogue, whittle down 
their stats, then put your feet up and watch 
the cutscene. Why aren't there more games 
with moments like the brief dress-up scene 
in Cronenberg’s A History of Violence — 
added to the script to show the strength of 
the main couple's marriage? We expend such 
effort celebrating the sensual joys of eating — 
Pikmin’s gorgeous fruit! Breath Of The Wild's 
pies curries! Final Fantasy XV’s 
photorealistic food porn! — but have 


ic role of the intimacy coordinator arose 


and 
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The Sands Of Time 


memorably used a tedious 
maze to stand in for foreplay. 
Next time, skip the maze? 


narrowed our range when it comes to the 
other primal pleasure. 

We're living through a time where tech 
giants are monopolising so much and their 
deeply ingrained puritanism is hurting 
marginalised communities and making art 
less human, helping to build a world where 
our heroes are sexless MCU athletes. Apple 
Arcade has conflated premium gaming with 
kid-friendly gaming, accidentally eradicating 
the idea of a grown-up mobile game 
overnight. Steam struggles to keep out trash 
and trolls while also wanting to be a less 
moderated space. It feels necessary for games 


to push back, just as every other medium has 
done in its moment. 

Not to say that sex in games is easy. 
There’s the rendering. We only just figured 
out how to make wheels look good, and it still 
costs a bajillion dollars to make a character’s 
eyes look alive. Having a character remove a 
shirt is an extra bajillion on top of that. 
Harder yet is the mechanics of it. If sex is to 
be a genuine part of our storytelling, it should 
be part of the chosen interactivity of our 
game. If a game is driven by challenge, 
expression and exploration, we should map 
those to the almost infinite possibilities of 
human sexuality. Prince Of Persia: The Sands 
Of Time memorably used a tedious maze to 
stand in for foreplay. Next time, skip the 
maze? Night School Studio’s Oxenfree showed 
us how to make interactive dialogue flow and 
be spontaneous in the moment, fluidly 
allowing for characters to act and react, be 
passive or active, retaining the rhythm of 
speech. Imagine a Night School sex scene! 
Inkle has made a point of showing how a 
game should encourage and embrace failure — 
let’s see the game where characters can have 
anything-but-amazing sex and roll with it. 

Cinema still struggles with the fixed gaze 
of its camera and the rigidity of its 
orientation — the choreography of a sex scene 
still so often locked into the heterosexual 
male POV. The entire erotic thriller genre was 
built on the assumption that everyone in the 
audience identified strongly as Michael 
Douglas. (Guilty as charged; your mileage may 
vary.) With games, we have so many tools to 
shake this up. In a Choice Of Games 
interactive story you’ re encouraged to 
customise the gender and sexuality or your 
character and their lovers. We can bring a 
powerful lens to explore this huge dimension 
of human behaviour. In the digital world, we 
may not need Jean’s modesty garments, but 
we can do a lot with her excitement for how 
we go about loving each other. 


Sam Barlow is the founder of NYC-based Drowning A Mermaid 
Productions. He can be found on Twitter at @mrsambarlow 
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THE GAMES IN OUR SIGHTS THIS MONTH 


Saints Row 
PC, PS4, PS5, Xbox One, Xbox Series 


Halo Infinite 
PC, Xbox One, Xbox Series 


Marvel’s Guardians 
Of The Galaxy 

PC, PS4, PS5, Switch, Xbox One, 
Xbox Series 


Jurassic World 
Evolution 2 
PC, PS4, PS5, Xbox One, Xbox Series 
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Norco 

PC 

A Perfect Day 
PC 

Venba 

PC 


Wayward Strand 
PC 


Cultic 
PC 


54 Pokémon 
Legends: Arceus 
Switch 


54 Not Tonight 2 
PC 


54 Sol Cresta 
PC, PS4, Switch 


54 Goodbye ` 
Volcano High 
PC, PS4, PS5 


Explore the iPad 
edition of Edge for 
extra Hype content 


Equal measures 


We'd love to say we planned it. But in truth, this month's 50:50 split between 
household names and smaller independent projects is a happy accident. 
There is some method, of course: at Edge, we strive іо cover a broad spread 
of games. Indeed, among those familiar properties alone, we have an open- 
world game, an FPS, a management sim and an action-adventure. 

Let's begin with the big guns, then — and Halo Infinite (p36) has plenty of 
those. Though the campaign remains out of bounds, its multiplayer 
component is familiar in the best way. Harking back to Halos of old, it 
recaptures a certain je ne sais quoi we've not felt since Bungie left behind the 
series it birthed. На/о5 The Force Awakens? It could well be, you know. 

On the subject of space operas, we welcome back Fidos Montreal as it 
readies Marvels Guardians Of The Galaxy (p40) for launch. This is по 
ordinary tie-in, it seems: Marvel has afforded the studio the freedom to colour 
outside the lines - and what colours they are. Jurassic World Evolution 2 (p44) 
looks like the kind of expansion the parkbuilder needed, while Volition's 
Saints Row (p32) reboot has ditched the superpowers (but not its sense of 

humour) and returned to first principles. 
MOST Talking of going back fo ones roots, cooking game 
WANTED Venba (p50) is about lead designer Abhi paying tribute to 


Metroid Dread Switch 


We keep seeing it described as “he first his Tamil heritage, as an Indian family adapts to a new lite 
2D Metroid in two decades”, which is a 


singing indictment of either online дате in Canada. Norco (p46), already an award-winner, is an 


coverage or MercurySteam’s efforts on 


Samus Returns That gome’ lows hove’ evocative glimpse of a dystopian future for its developer's 
essened our anticipation: the arguments 

over who gets to review it have beau, Louisiana home. Wayward Strand (p52) revisits 1970s 
Jett: The Far Shore PC, PS4, PS5 A li В . d b d : hi 
Yes, itas been loñg dae our first ustralia via a narrative adventure aboard an airship 
contact with this contemplative space 


adventure, but we're already aching to hospital, while A Perfect Day (048) relives 24 hours in the 


return to Superbrothers’ alien planet with 


its beautiful, deadly sunsets - and that life of а schoolkid in ] 990s China. 

majestic Scntfc score. Hey, it's been a . 222% m 
decade, what's a few more months? Something for everyone, then — and isn't that exciting? 
Elden Ring PC, PS4, PS5, ! ; | ; . ! 
бекеттен It's not simply about a diversity of genres, but a diversity of 


A certain member of Team Edge says . . : . . 

er erbe A, experience: the medium can only benefit from getting to 
llaboration ^ ften than is healthy". . " А 
ае hear from a wider range of voices and cultures. We will 


Surely not. It’s just inconceivable, right? 


Yes Won't happen. Definitely not Mw». Сопіпие to poke our spotlights into every corner. 
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SAINT 


5 ROW 


No dildo bats, please, 


we're millennials 


Developer 
Publisher 
Format 
Origin 
Release 


et's face it: a reboot was the only realistic 

option for Volition's open-world series. 

At the end of the fourth game, your 
protagonist had expanded their criminal 
empire into space, effectively becoming ruler 
of the universe. And if that wasn't quite far 
enough, expansion Gat Out Of Hell culminated 
in you defeating Satan, before giving you the 
option to either ascend to Heaven or become 
king of the underworld. *To me, the comparison 
is the James Bond film Moonraker,” principal 
writer Jeremy Bernstein explains. *It's so 
extreme — it's so far outside anything that's 
even plausible — that it's like, "Where can 
we possibly go from there?' And you can't. 
You've got to pull it back” 

Hence the lack of a number in the title. 
This isn't, however, a reimagining of the first 
game, but an entirely new story — one that is 
nevertheless identifiably Saints Row, with that 
same mix of extreme violence and warmth, 
criminality and kindness. It's *a chance to go 
back to our origins" according to chief creative 
officer Jim Boone — *that more contemporary 
crime angle that we love and that Saints Row 
is known for" — as we watch a monster truck 
ride over and flatten a succession of parked 
cars. It's an oddly heartening moment: for 
once, we're not looking at a self-consciously 
gritty reboot. While, as Bernstein puts it, “it’s 
hard not to be more grounded than Saints Row 


Volition 

Deep Silver 

PC, PS4, PS5, Xbox One, Xbox Series 
US 

February 25 


IV,” it's also not a game that's going to take 
itself too seriously. The return of the popular 
Insurance Fraud activity — in which you hurl 
yourself into traffic, racking up claims as your 
avatar ragdolls between vehicles — is surely 
testament to that. 


The game's creative director, Brian 
Traficante, claims its setting of Santo Ileso is 
*one of the most diverse locations that we've 
offered to our players" The pre-alpha version 
we see would seem to bear that out. It's more 
topographically varied, for starters, from 
desert environments and dirt tracks to 
skyscrapers in Ileso's financial district: the 
ideal launch point when you've got a wingsuit 
equipped. “It’s our amalgam of lots of 
different influences from the southwest,’ art 
director Frank Marquart says, and that’s 
apparent from both the dusty towns and the 
glistening metropolises, the gated 
communities and the neon-glazed Vegas 
analogue. And there’s just enough of that 
familiar Volition flavour to set it apart: a trio 
of smoke stacks made out to look like giant 
beer bottles, for example. 

What it isn’t, then, is simply a hi-def 
Steelport. Though Volition stops short of 
explicitly confirming the absence of 
characters from previous games, it’s fair to 
say the old gang has been left behind. And pP 
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ABOVE Los Panteros don't 
take too kindly to you 
intruding on their home turf. 
Their preference for rushing 
in with melee attacks will 
force you onto the back foot. 
LEFT It's difficult to mistake 
Saints Row for a dour, gritty 
crime drama, so you can 
almost hear the record 
scratch at the game's debut 
press roundtable Q&A when 
someone asks: "Will there 
be humour in the game?" 


ABOVE We're told there 
won't be pitch-shifting for 
your avatar's voice, but there 
will now be eight different 
voices to choose from. 

TOP RIGHT The more varied 
topography of the dusty 
sandbox surrounding the 
more densely packed urban 
areas presents plenty of 
opportunities for stunts. 
MAIN Volition is playing 

coy when it comes to the 
improvements we can expect 
on new-gen hardware, 
though it's probably safe 

to say that the origin of 
these shots is not a PS4. 
BELOW The studio suggests 
it's leaving the original gang 
behind — you won't find 
Kinzie or Shaundi in Santo 
Пеѕо. That said, and without 
wishing to read too much 
into it, we do notice that our 
demo moderator skips any 
questions about the possible 
return of Johnny Gat 
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SAINTS ROW 


while progression is largely similar, involving 
you steadily expanding your territory as you 
vie for control with three rival factions, it all 
begins in a very different place. “It’s a story 
that we think people are going to relate to,” 
Boone says, as we’re introduced to the quartet 
at the heart of the Saints’ foundation. They’re 
a surprisingly youthful bunch — four 
millennials determined to form a very different 
kind of startup — with Boone alluding to this 
being a “power fantasy” for young people 
struggling to make their way in an uncaring 
world. We certainly didn’t expect to hear the 
words “student loans” put forward as a 
character motive in a Saints Row game. 


They’re from very different 
backgrounds, too: the Saints’ planner, Eli, 

is the glue that binds the rest, with each 
originally belonging to one of the three gangs 
you’ll encounter. Driver and mechanic Neenah 
is from Los Panteros: Santo Ileso natives who 
favour physicality as they fight for what they 
consider their turf. Which might mean you 
encounter a group entirely armed with 
sledgehammers. If you need to keep your 
distance to tackle them, that’s not the best 
option against well-funded PMC Marshall 
Defence Industries, whose expert 
marksmanship and use of cutting-edge tech 
makes them dangerous opponents. Then there 
are the Idols, a gaggle of fame-hungry idiots 
who party in their mansions all day and 
emerge at night in LED helmets and pink 
balaclavas to wreak havoc on the streets. 
They’re deeply annoying in footage alone; 
we’re already looking forward to shutting 
them up with some kind of outlandish 
weapon. Not that one, though, apparently — 
and don’t pretend you don’t know which 

one we’re talking about. There are some 
things, evidently, that Volition is keen to 
consign to Saints Row’s past. 

But not everything. Insurance Fraud will, 
we’re promised, be one of a few fan-favourite 
activities to make a comeback. Here, it’s one 
of what the studio is calling Criminal 
Ventures — organised crime operations with 
legitimate fronts, which you unlock as you 
take control of areas across the city. Each 
district has a number of vacant lots, upon 
which you can choose to place a variety of 


buildings. In the case of Insurance Fraud, it’s a 
“questionable medical clinic”, as design director 
James Hague puts it, while you might also 
have “your own fast food drug-running ring" 
a protection racket, or an arms dealership. “If 
you want to build a toxic waste dump in the 
financial district? Great, perfect,” Hague adds, 
noting that each Venture “unlocks its own 
custom gameplay”: in other words, a broader 
range of activities, some of which will be 
similar to those found in previous games with 
a few new ones besides. But Volition is keeping 
schtum about those for the time being. 

As it is about the extra features or 
functionality we can expect on new-gen 
consoles, save for the fact that Volition wants 
players to “enjoy co-op whether they’re on the 
latest or older hardware” — indeed, the entire 
campaign, we’re told, will be playable with a 
friend. But while these are controlled 
conditions and carefully selected footage, this 


We certainly didn't expect 
Юю hear the words “student 
loans” as a character motive 


new Saints Row does seem to lack one 
particular feature of the old games: those 
rough edges that became a strangely endearing 
series trademark are in scant supply here. If 
there seems to be more weight to the gunplay 
and melee combat, that can be attributed to 
the team’s love of John Wick, Boone says, 
while suggesting the car-handling model has 
taken cues from Edgar Wright’s Baby Driver. 
But it’s the third filmic comparison that 
has most clearly informed the studio’s 
approach to the tone of this reboot: as Boone 
recounts with a broad grin, it’s Hobbs & Shaw. 
In other words, its action mostly keeps its 
feet — and wheels — on the ground, but is 
more than happy to stretch the bounds of 
credulity (and probably taste and decency for 
that matter) when the need calls. By the time 
of release it will have been seven years since 
Gat Out Of Hell, and four and a half since 
Agents Of Mayhem flopped. During that time, 
it doesn’t appear as if Volition has matured 
too much. As far as most Saints Row fans are 
concerned, that’s probably no bad thing. M 


Looking 
back, moving 


forward 

Volition is positioning 
Saints Row as "a 
chance to go back 

to our origins" — 
indeed, a word cloud 
of the roundtable 
chat after its private 
reveal to press would 
probably have "roots 
dwarfing "grounded" 
and "fans". Yet 

while the outlandish 
action suggests the 
series is still happy 

to indulge in gleeful 
silliness, it would 

be wrong to say it's 
not grown up at all 
since the original 
game. It's become 
significantly more 
progressive for a kick- 
off, with this latest 
entry showcasing 

not only a diverse 
cast but a greater 
awareness of the 
issues facing young 
people in capitalist 
America. Despite that 
promised return to 
first principles, the 
series' outlook now 
feels quite different 
from the more cynical 
— some might say 
nihilistic - worldview 
of the GTA series. 
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HALO 


INFI 


NITE 


After six years, is 343 
ready to finish the fight? 


Developer 
Publisher 
Format 
Origin 
Release 


hey say you can’t go home again, that 
Т if you return somewhere after a long 
time away, it’s never how you remember 

it. As we rack up the first of many Killing 
Sprees in Halo Infinite’s first technical 
preview, however, we’re not so sure that’s 
true. The territory might be new — Live Fire, a 
tangle of ramps, towers and gangways wrapped 
in drab training-facility theming — but 
everything else feels like home. The crunch of 
a melee hit connecting with the armour plate 
of an opponent. The lazy, tumbling trajectory 
of a frag grenade. The precise number of 
Needler shards you need to embed beneath 
someone's skin before they'll explode in a 
cloud of pink. All of this imprinted onto our 
brain by endless hours of practice, the 
intervening decade apparently having done 
little to shift them from our muscle memory. 

This familiarity should be a criticism. 
At a time when we often lament the lack of 
chances being taken by developers, surely it is 
hypocritical to celebrate Infinite for so 
perfectly imitating its predecessors? But the 
difference here, we'd contend — somewhat 
guiltily, as if caught with fingers in the 
plasma-grenade jar — is that nothing else out 
there feels quite like Halo. Including, arguably, 
the previous two Halo games. 

From what we've seen, Infinite is shaping 
up to be the Halo equivalent of The Force 


343 Industries 

Xbox Game Studios 

PC, Xbox One, Xbox Series 
US 

Q4 


Awakens. The return of a cherished series, 
arriving in the wake of some significantly less 
cherished entries and then a long, appetite- 
restoring pause. Much like Abrams’ film, 
there’s the feel of a loving tribute act, less 
interested in the new than restoring the 
former glory of the old. But, well, we’re rather 
fond of The Force Awakens. 


The key is not simply replicating the old 
signifiers, whether it’s a desert planet and a 
cantina packed with aliens or the sound of a 
plasma pistol and an announcer throatily 
celebrating your latest triple-kill. Anyone can 
do that. No, it’s about understanding the 
essence that set your source material apart in 
the first place. That’s much harder. But this 
first taste of Halo Infinite suggests that, in 
multiplayer at least, the developer has both 
halves of the equation nailed down. 

It’s the rhythm of play we find most 
welcoming. A good match of Halo is as much 
about spacing, about knowing when to push 
the advantage and when to put a wall between 
you and your opponent, as it is about aiming 
the reticule correctly and pulling the trigger. 
(A blessing, given the state of our reflexes 
these days.) And a weekend with Halo Infinite 
provides us with plenty of good matches. 

Time-to-kill hits a sweet spot, where 
every bullet feels meaningful but deaths ь 


Halo Infinite's campaign 
remains under wraps. 
This concept art of a 
Forerunner structure 
suggests 343 has got 
the sense of scale down 


The Needler is a gloriously 
unusual weapon, from its 
Day-Glo appearance to the 
slight homing on its darts, 
and the fact that kills arrive 
a few seconds after impact 
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HALO INFINITE 


rarely come before we even know we're in a 
fight. Popping out from behind a column, 
squeezing off the contents of an MK50 
Sidekick clip, then ducking out of sight and 
waiting for the vwooom of a recharged shield 
is a thrill no other shooter can boast. Hours 
in, we still catch ourselves shifting on the sofa 
occasionally, as if trying to dodge fire. 

343 is standing on some big shoulders — 
but its new additions do nothing to disrupt 
the rhythm, and possibly even elevate it. 
Literally so, in the form of the grappling hook 
that was front and centre in that first 
gameplay demo last year. In the hand, it 
reveals itself as an extension of the old 
positioning game: a way of closing the gap for 
a melee strike or escaping certain doom. 

In multiplayer matches, at least, the 
grapple is one of a selection of disposable 
pickup items that spawn at set intervals in 
marked spots on the map. Think Halo 3's 


This is the real promise: that 
Infinite might appeal not just 
to old hands, but to newcomers 


equipment drops or, if you're really getting on, 
the overshields and active-camo powerups of 
yore. Those two are in the mix here too, but 
they're outshone by the younger competition. 
In particular, the blessed drop wall. 

Heir to the proud lineage of the bubble 
shield and armour lock, this is a portable 
shield that, once dropped on the ground, 
throws up a forcefield at head height, curved 
slightly at the edges. It's a one-way shield, 
meaning that gunfire and grenades can pass 
through it outwards — but players can move 
through it freely, meaning it's possible to get 
rushed. It's also team-agnostic, in the sense 
that it functions identically no matter who's 
firing through it — only the direction matters. 
Finally, it's destructible, composed of a 
mosaic of a dozen shimmering tiles that can 
be shot out individually. 

The opportunities are obvious even before 
our first shield has fully expired. It can act as 
a temporary addition to the map's carefully 
placed cover, or as an external extension of 
your health bar when things get sticky. It's 


also possible to flee an attack from behind and 
find yourself on the wrong side of your own 
shield. What the drop wall represents is that 
343 has been able to take its understanding of 
what always made Halo great and apply that to 
building new toys, ones that increase 
possibilities in exciting ways. 


There's much we've still to see. Even 
setting aside the campaign (about which 
Microsoft has been quiet since the mixed 
reaction to its first showing last year), this 
preview offers just three maps, at the smaller 
4v4 end of the spectrum, with no opportunity 
to get behind the wheels of any vehicles. 
Perhaps most significantly, we've yet to come 
up against a human opponent, with all 
matches played against a team of AI bots, 
themselves a new addition. 

But everything we have touched is 
enormously promising. The maps on show are 
all compact affairs, but tunnelled through 
with shortcuts and hiding spots. The drop 
points for weapons and equipment are placed 
with care — special mention must go to 
Bazaar's rocket launcher, positioned on a 
mezzanine that gives a perfect view of the 
central market square below but is perfectly 
exposed from almost every angle. 

The aforementioned bots make a good first 
impression across all the available difficulty 
settings. A bit grenade-happy, perhaps, and 
occasionally they move with a terrifying unity 
of purpose, but they prove respectable 
adversaries, and offer a handy demonstration 
to rookies of how Halo is best played. 

This is the real promise, in fact: that 
Infinite might appeal not just to old hands but 
newcomers too, players who wouldn't know a 
Warthog from a Mongoose. That, presumably, 
is the masterplan here — keep in mind that 
Infinite's multiplayer is being launched as a 
standalone F2P proposition across PC and two 
generations of Xbox consoles, all connected 
by crossplay. Once upon a time, Halo was 
positioned as the killer app of a new system; 
today, you don't even need to buy the new 
console. Microsoft has been smoothing out 
any barriers to entry, in the hope that players 
who dip in will then choose to stick around. 
Based on this evidence, they'll have good 
reason to make themselves at home. ІШ 


Chat bots 


One aspect of Halo 
Infinite we're not fully 
convinced by yet is its 
personal Al. These AI 
characters of the 
Cortana variety 
provide the thematic 
explanation for a 
button that pings 
nearby weapons, like 
a detective vision 
mode, but really their 
main purpose is to act 
as a personal 
commentator for 
your matches. You 
can now select an Al 
personality alongside 
your custom paintjob, 
loading up the 
cowardly Fret or the 
murderously peppy 
Circ, who will then 
shout out your latest 
power weapon pickup 
or any gnarly kills. 
Alongside Jeff 
Steitzer's announcer 
and barks from your 
fellow Spartans, it 
makes for a very 
chatty game. A way 
of ensuring voice- 
comms-off players 
never feel lonely? 
Maybe. But do the 

Al voices have to be 
quite so annoying? 


TOP Recharge is a 
hydroelectric plant that's all 
narrow corridors and sharp 
right angles. The leap to the 
Gravity Hammer spawn is a 
treacherous highlight. 
RIGHT Bazaar is a return to 
Halo's beloved city of 
Mombasa, realised as a tight 
set of streets that could 
almost be a Counter-Strike 
or Call Of Duty map 


TOP The Heatwave is a 

new Forerunner weapon 
which reinvents Halo 4's 
Scattershot, firing a 
horizontal row (or vertical 
column) of beams which 
ricochet off surfaces. 

ABOVE CENTRE The large, 
open-plan maps that tend 
to house Big Team Battle 
matches are something 
else we've yet to sample. 
ABOVE Spartan customisation 
is at the forefront, with 
armour pieces and colour 
combinations unlocked via 
a battle pass system. 

MAIN The Ghost and Banshee 
are among the returning 
vehicles here. As for new 
additions, so far we've only 
seen the Razorback, which 
was introduced as "the 
Warthog's more spacious 
and robust cousin" 


As narrative designer and 

lead writer on Deus Ex: 

Human Revolution, Mary 
Майе is accustomed to 
irking within existing 

" properties. "You need to 
immerse yourself and get to 
know it inside and out, so you 
can really emulate that voice 

уои want to hit,” she says 7 
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MARVEL’S 
GUARDIANS 
OF THE GALAXY 


Can Eidos Montreal get the 
best out of the MCU's misfits? 


Developer | Eidos Montreal 
Publisher | Square Enix 
Format | PC, PS4, Р55, Switch, 
Xbox One, Xbox Series 
Origin | Canada 
Release | October 26 


TOP Star-Lord is a solid all- 
rounder, capable at close 
quarters while able to chip 
away at enemies from range 
with his twin pistols. 

ABOVE The gang's all here — 
alongside a few figures 
from the comics you might 
not be expecting to see. 

FAR LEFT Lady Hellbender is 
the game's main antagonist. 
LEFT DeMarle: "Marvel 
actually gave us a lot of 
leeway. That was one of the 
questions | had going in: 
how much freedom are we 
going to have here? But they 
said as long as we were true 
to the essence of these 
characters, we could create 
[the game] we wanted" 


MARVELS GUARDIANS 
OF THE GALAXY 


redit to Mary DeMarle, Guardians 

Of The Galaxy’s executive narrative 

director, for avoiding the wishy-washy, 
noncommittal answer you might expect. “I 
would pick Guardians 1,” she says, hesitating 
for all of two seconds before giving her clear 
response to the obvious question. “I think it 
was because it was my introduction to the 
characters. I went to the movie not knowing 
what to expect and fell in love with it right 
from the beginning, with Star-Lord kicking 
the rats and playing his music as he’s stealing 
the orb. It’s unpredictable, it’s fun; these 
characters are zany, they have a heart. So 
that one was my favourite.” 

Even so, we do wonder if Square Enix 
considered calling this ‘Vol 2* This isn’t, after 
all, the Guardians’ first videogame rodeo, 
even if Telltale’s game felt like a bit of a 
missed opportunity: the bickering and 
sniping we associate with this band of 
galactic misfits may have been in the studio’s 
wheelhouse, but its colourful action was 
limited to the usual simplistic QTEs. 

The set-pieces here, on the other hand, 
crescendo in a way that’s reminiscent of the 
delightful introduction to the second film, in 
which the title characters fight a tentacled 
alien to the strains of ELO’s Mr Blue Sky. 
Eidos Montreal’s game captures that wit and 
energy, not least through the '80s hits that 
sound out when your team gauge peaks: the 
likes of Wham, Blondie and Iron Maiden 
supply some of the classics from whose lyrics 
Star-Lord will cobble together a speech in an 
attempt to boost his colleagues. ^You have to 
read the reactions of the team to see how 
they are,” DeMarle explains. “Are they in need 
of being boosted up? Or are they too hyped 
and they need to calm down? You have to 
make the choice to either cheer them up or 
tell them, ‘OK, focus, guys” Nail the right 
tone and their combat abilities will all be 
boosted. Fail to inspire your friends and 
only you will gain a temporary buff. 


Part of the reason, she says, for having 
Peter Quill as the game's protagonist was the 
studio's history in singleplayer story-driven 
games. But she says it was also a creative 
choice: to lean into the fantasy of being right 
at the heart of this “group of oddballs" and 


dealing with their natural unpredictability. 
It's not just about branching narrative paths, 
though you'll find those here, too, as you're 
invited to make the deciding call on group 
decisions or follow one Guardian's advice at 
the cost of upsetting another. 

^We're also very aware that we're dealing 
with an ensemble cast here," DeMarle adds. 
*Each of these characters is important, so 
they also have their story arcs through the 
game. [They've] been together for a little bit 
of time, but not long enough to really gel 
yet — and Peter doesn't really know how to 
be a leader yet.” It's a setup that allows the 
game to blend storytelling and systems, as 
you steadily learn how to harness their 
strengths in combat, and figure out the most 
devastating combinations of abilities. 
Whether, as DeMarle bullishly puts it, the 
game “redefines solo teamplay" remains to be 
seen, but it's rare to have such a degree of 


“Each of these characters is 
important, so they have their 
story arcs through the game” 


control over three AI characters in realtime 
while directly controlling a fourth. Running, 
jumping and knee-sliding around enemies 
while picking out instructions to yell out to 
the other Guardians sounds like a lot to keep 
track of, but it seems to flow fairly effortlessly. 

The equivalent of Guardians 2’s Abilisk, 
then — at least for DeMarle and her writing 
team — is how to sustain that dysfunctional 
family dynamic for the duration of a 
videogame rather than a two-hour film. 
“Hitting that [balance] so that they’re still 
dysfunctional, but they’re growing together, 
that becomes a really interesting challenge. 
And then with the amount of banter that 
we’re writing in this game, coming up with 
new ways to do it, and new themes and things 
for them to hit on — that becomes a very big 
challenge, too.” Given what the studio 
previously achieved with an existing property 
in Deus Ex, you wouldn’t bet against it 
vanquishing that particular beast — and in 
doing so, there’s a chance it could yet deliver 
Marvel’s best videogame to date. Ш 


Praying 
favourites 


Unsurprisingly, the 
Guardians don't stray 
too far from their 
MCU counterparts 

in terms of 
characterisation - it's 
no surprise to learn 
that Marvel was very 
hands-on in this 
regard - though 
DeMarle says Eidos 
Montreal has nodded 
towards the comics 
more in certain places. 
"Drax is very 
intelligent, but in the 
movies he's very 
literal. We wanted to 
maintain that, but 
also make it [clear] 
that he's a smart guy: 
he's more of a 
tactician in the 
group." One character 
diverges more from 
the films, however. 
"The character I 

liked best that we 
worked on was 
Mantis," DeMarle 
says. "We put more 
of the character we 
saw in the comic 
books into her. She 
was a lot of fun to 
write because she's 
so unpredictable." 
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Developer/ 
publisher 

Frontier Developments 
Format PC, PS4, 

Р55, Xbox One, 

Xbox Series 


Origin UK 
Release November 9 


JURASSIC WORLD 
EVOLUTION 2 


Frontier believes it could, and should 


s Jeff Goldblum’s Dr Ian Malcolm “You’re not building theme parks any 
noted in The Lost World, “Taking more, you’re building facilities to rescue the 
dinosaurs off this island is the worst wild dinosaurs,” game director Rich Newbold 
idea in the long, sad history of bad ideas.” explains. That pitch sounds dry, but it makes 
Frontier is more optimistic. Set after the for a neat showcase for expanded welfare 
film Fallen Kingdom, which saw dinosaurs systems. Herbivores are pickier eaters, 
escaping into the US wilderness, the returning requiring new vegetation types, making 
While herbivores lack park-management sim shifts its focus, at least enclosure design a more delicate balance of ABOVE Amenities need to be 
the electnieriskireward in its campaign. You come expecting to gouge aesthetics and nutrition. Then within those stocked to fit visitor desires; 
of a carnivore, the new but there's also a suite of 
distinction between punters with overpriced chips, but discover a fences, dinosaurs dynamically claim territory, cosmetic tweaks. No reason 
vegetation types - more noble cause: in this demo, a poaching based on proximity to habitat that serves your catastrophe-to-be 
brachiosaurus need tall e š : ; A ñ . shouldn't look fabulous 
trees, while triceratops ring to demolish and its Carnotaurus captives their needs and neighbours they find 
chew on ground plants - to cheer up. Such is the work of the antagonistic. Where in the first game it was 
Vivis Department Of Fish And Wildlife, an easy to max out satisfaction, there's a spark of 
challenge this time organisation title that really buries the lede. unpredictable life here that promises far more 
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Sandbox mode beckons 

for those who just want to 
drink in Frontier's dinosaur 
behaviours, with new breeds 
such as the Amargasaurus 
here, and new territorial 
behaviours, including 
velociraptors hunting in 
packs, to refresh old species 
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complex ecosystems. In theory, there's nothing 
stopping you from putting everything in one 
enclosure and running it as a nature reserve. 
Most aspects benefit from added 
complexity. You now hire the scientists to 
work on tech trees, dinosaur creation and 
medical bays, the latter used to heal ailments 
that medical units in the field can't. Those 
units themselves are new, removing first-aid 


A spark of unpredictable life 
here promises far more 
complex ecosystems 


duties from the rangers, who play a bigger role 
in tracking the happiness of your creations. 
As Newbold explains, “In the first game you 
have constant information on the dinosaurs, 
but we've added a ‘fog of war’ — that data 
vanishes over time, so the ranger team has 
more things to be doing than fixing fences.” 
This focus on logistics and manpower 
certainly suits the harder edge of the 
campaign's governmental remit, although it's 
not without its simpler thrills. At one point 
we hop into a jeep and leave our fledgling dino 
hospital to bound across Washington State on 
the hunt for an Allosaurus. Taking control of 


LEFT In the Jurassic universe 
there is only one marine 
reptile, the Mosasaurus. 
Though do expect to get wet 
in Chaos Theory mode, which 
drops you into ‘what if’ 
scenarios pulled from the 
films, including a throwback 
to World's dampest denizen 


vehicles let you enjoy parks in the flesh in 

the original game, but this shows cinematic 
ambition, a rare jolt of narrative specificity on 
a map traditionally held at arm's length. 

The concern is that with a conservation 
bent, the game becomes more utilitarian. 
Without punters to dazzle with beautiful 
resorts — our slapdash layout is barely nicer 
than the poachers' — is Frontier straying from 
the winning fantasy of running a dinosaur 
park? This is countered by pointing to the 
park-building challenge mode, while Newbold 
questions the idea that the appeal was ever 
that simple: “It’s not just about having a 
dinosaur park, it's the path you take to get 
there" In this light, layering on more concerns 
makes that path more memorable. 

On top of workforce management there are 
now guest types to cater to. Carnivores draw 
more bloodthirsty adventurers to their 
enclosures, so customising nearby amenities 
to suit those appetites (burgers cooked extra 
rare, perhaps?) allows a pursuit of profit way 
beyond the first game. And with each of those 
big spenders comes the risk of a bigger lawsuit. 
Rampaging dinosaurs, extreme weather 
systems, disgruntled scientists: as Newbold 
says, “It’s not just building a dinosaur theme 
park, it's building a ‘Jurassic’ theme park, and 
in the Jurassic universe building a theme park 
is prone to error. It's calamity management — 
are you prepared for the problem and how do 
you come back from that?" 

Whether it's parks going wrong or 
husbandry going right, the common thread is 
the virtual pets at the heart of both. If Frontier 
can deliver on that illusion of life, there's no 
reason Jurassic World Evolution 2 can't appeal 
to showmen, environmentalists and everyone 
in between. Even Dr Ian Malcolm. E 


Water hazard 


Newbold says flying 
and marine reptiles 
were big community 
demands, and as we 
learned from Jurassic 
World, bowing to 
pressure for more 
exciting breeds always 
ends well. We splurge 
our park's budget on 
a lagoon and hatching 
a Mosasaurus, a 
mashup of whale and 
crocodile, and it 
pushes us from a 
two-star to a five-star 
attraction. The 
challenge then lies in 
extending the lagoon. 
“Marine reptiles still 
have territory and 
needs, and we have 
different species that 
might need, or not 
like, a certain number 
of other species in 
their territory,” 
Newbold says. “1 
wanted parity across 
all dinosaur types, 
because | want players 
to deal with the same 
problems among all 
of them.” No free 
rides at Jurassic World. 
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Developer 
Geography Of Robots 
Publisher Raw Fury 
Format PC 
Origin US 
Release Q1 2022 


routon died during the development 

of Norco. Afterwards, developer Yuts 

(he prefers to go by his nom de plume) 
found himself adding his beloved cat to more 
and more scenes in his game, no matter how 
logical (or otherwise) the appearance. Crouton 
even has his own minigame, where if the 
player fails to memorise an increasingly 
challenging memory game on the screen, 
they’ll receive a clawing. If they succeed, 
they’ll rack up valuable petting points. “His 
memory lives on in the game,” Yuts says. 


¥ 


NORCO 


Dreams and memories of a dying American city 


“It’s a way of maintaining some kind of 
connection or relationship.” 

Memories shore up the foundations of 
this science-fiction Southern Gothic point- 
and-click adventure, which is based on the 
eerie and powerful specifics of Yuts’ 
upbringing in Norco, Louisiana. He grew up in 
St Charles Parish, born to a family that had 
spent generations in the area. “They actually 
call that area of Louisiana the ‘German Coast’ 
because there are a lot of German dairy 
farmers that settled there,” Yuts explains. 


Norco's moody settings 
and occurrences are based 
on real locations and 
experiences. This shop 

has zines, literature and 
Crouton, the game's 
feline guest star 


TOP LEFT Images in Norco 
range from extraordinary 
landscapes and characters 
to more banal locations. 
You'll find yourself lingering 
outside convenience stores 
and under freeway 
overpasses. However, 
they're all beautifully 
depicted and magically lit. 
ABOVE Industrialisation and 
extreme weather events 
have wreaked havoc on 
Kay's childhood home. 
They remember where 
they were for each of the 
hurricanes that hit the 
home, but it's still standing 
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The aftermath of Hurricane Katrina was а 
turning point for Yuts and perhaps the Big 
Bang for the Norco project. “My ability to cope 
was waning in that period, and one of the ways 
of making sense of the aftermath of Katrina 
was just creativity and constantly working on 
stuff.” Yuts found himself bumming around 
Louisiana with a friend, researching different 
areas, making small documentaries and 
conducting informal interviews. He’d make 
zines, or show these pieces at local galleries — 
or, in one case, an abandoned paper mill with 
a screen on the wall. 

Eventually, he channeled his creative 
energies into what we have here: a demo 
that earned the inaugural game prize at the 
Tribeca Festival. Norco carefully balances its 
science-fiction elements, accessible puzzles 
and conversational scenes that are by turns 
poetic and sharply funny to achieve a 
beguiling tone and strong sense of place. 

You play as Kay, who has returned home to 
deal with the apparent death of her mother — 
though the departed, through an act of 
consciousness transferral, becomes a playable 
character, too — and must investigate the 
suspicious circumstances of their passing 
while exploring a futuristic, desiccated vision 
of the American South, made beautiful by the 
game’s moody, precise pixel art. “I’m not 
trying to do any kind of prognostication 


LEFT Million, a fugitive 
android adopted by the 
protagonist's family, assists 
Kay with piecing together 
the mystery of what 
happened to their mother. 
They become your travel 
companion in the game 


with the game, nor am I trying to depict some 
kind of dystopia,” Yuts says. “The speculative 
aspects are just stream-of-consciousness, 
free association. For example, I would imagine 
a mech or something on the levee of the 
Mississippi River when I was a kid, so that's 
going to go [in]? 

Yuts wonders if 'game' is even the right 
word for Norco, and considers it more a piece 
of interactive art or a dream journal. “The 
purpose is to explore a place,” he says, “in a 
psychogeographic way. How does the 
landscape impact the psychology or the 
emotional state?" Yuts always found himself 
obsessed with the region, claiming he found 
himself being a“hype man" for Norco and 
extolling its history to those who would listen, 
even at punk shows. He later went to grad 
school and did his thesis on industrialisation 
in the region. Indeed, the city in the game is 
set next to an imposing industrial zone — 
which also happens to be a sentient AI — 
full of spires that shoot out fire. 


“One of the ways of making 
sense of the aftermath of 
Katrina was just creativity" 


Not everything is quite so conspicuous. 
The game's conversation system is enriched 
by small, world-building player choices. As 
Kay, you have the option to respond to other 
characters or objects in ways that will change 
her memories of their past; these decisions in 
turn will have small reverberations on how 
other characters in the game treat her. For 
example, when looking at an old band poster, 
you can decide that Kay had a rough time at 
the gig, and therefore has a scar. “Memories 
are threaded throughout the text, in a lot of 
ways,” Yuts explains. Whether you see it as 
an interactive art piece or an ode to the 
adventure games of yesteryear, you're 
unlikely to forget Norco in a hurry. M 


E 
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Storm 


warning 


"| don't want to just 
introduce puzzles for 
puzzles' sake," Yuts 
says of the game's 
focus on story over 
systems. "All the 
puzzles that we have 
are kind of mechanics 
or that are an 
outgrowth of the 
narrative." It's a tale 
rooted in personal 
experience: 
protagonist Kay recalls 
that her childhood 
home had been 
through four 
hurricanes, which 
reflects Yuts' own 
experience with 
natural disaster. “I've 
got a drawer at my 
parents' house where 
l've been putting all 
my old videogames, 
CDs, pictures, and 
notes in Ziploc bags 
since | was a kid 
because our house has 
flooded so many 
times," he says. Other 
key influences include 
Super Nintendo and 
PlayStation, Phillip K 
Dick, urban theorists 
such as Mike Davis, 
and country musicians 
Townes Van Zandt 
and Merle Haggard. 
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Developer 

Coconut Island Studio 
Publisher 

Coconut Island Games 


Format PC 
Origin China 
Release 2022 


This magazine, which is 

now plastered with stickers, 
is one of Liang Chen's prized 
possessions — along with 

a series of collectible 

cards that feature aliens 


A8 


A PERFECT DAY 
Reliving the tribulations of a childhood іп "905 China 


hile the fashionable way to evoke 

nostalgia in videogames is to 

replicate the look of titles from 
classic hardware — the vibrant hues of the 
16bit SNES palette, the crisp monochrome of 
early Macintosh games, and the stark colours 
and blocky graphics of games harking back to 
the Atari 2600 — Chinese developer Coconut 
Island Studio is taking a more artistic 
approach for this visual novel rich in wistful 
longing for simpler days and the recent past. 
Idyllic scenes of 1990s China are presented as 
distinctive hand-painted art on canvas. Its 
imagery is beautifully rustic, depicting a 
world unspoiled by the complexities and 
messy politics of modern life. 

But A Perfect Day is more than just a 
visual novel about nostalgia. It also contains 
elements of resource management, chief 
among which is the need to watch your 
spiking anxiety levels. After all, what can be 
more difficult than mustering the courage to 
give your childhood crush a festive card, 
penned with the most heartfelt of well- 
wishes? In the game’s free prologue — which 
is currently only available in Mandarin — you 


experience the jitters of puppy love as Liang 
Chen, the adolescent boy at the heart of this 
tale. It begins with you waking amid a warm 
and monotonous afternoon class: the perfect 
conditions for a good nap. After a few jibes at 
your expense by the teacher, the principal 
abruptly announces a few days of school 
closure, effective immediately. That, of 
course, means a longer weekend and an 
unexpected break from school, which is surely 
cause for celebration. Everyone is delighted 
but Liang Chen, because his crush stepped 
into the classroom just moments earlier, her 
tear-stricken face a picture of despondence. 


What can be more difficult 
than mustering the courage to 
give your crush a festive card? 


Here’s when the key conceit of A Perfect 
Day starts to unfold. With the stuffy 
afternoon class ending in revelry for almost 
everyone, Liang Chen is determined to turn 
the otherwise humdrum day into the perfect 
one. To do so, however, is to successfully hand 
over that festive card — now months old — to 
his classmate. That said, you’ll soon find that 
carrying out this action, along with a few 
pivotal decisions, isn’t always possible; it’s 
one of many dialogue options that cannot be 
selected if Liang Chen doesn’t have the 
confidence, represented by a small meter at 
the top left corner of the screen. In other 
words, confessing your feelings is an activity 
that requires nerves of steel. 

Fortunately, as with most stats in RPGs, 
this meter can be expanded via a variety of 
confidence-boosting ways: through 
minigames such as winning a Mini-4WD 


TOP LEFT There isn’t much 
to do as a teenage boy in 
the 1990s here. You can 
daydream, do your 
homework, or slip out 

to look for your crush. 
TOP RIGHT Will you tell 
the truth about your dad's 
lack of culinary skills? 
ABOVE Waking up from a 
nap, you realise that you 
fell asleep in the middle 
of a monotonous class 


circuit race, picking up a favourite toy or 
item from the street, or by completing tasks 
(side quests, effectively) such as finding your 
father's missing lunch money. Along the way, 
you'll run into a colourful cast of characters, 
each of whom may offer you aid or ask for a 
favour: close friends from school, a forgetful 
but less-than-pleasant neighbour, and even 
an exceedingly smug and annoying classmate 
who you yearn to punch in the face. 

It's through these delightful details 
that you piece together a tender and 
sympathetic portrait of a young teenage 
boy who's nursing feelings for his classmate. 
But the events in Liang Chen's childhood 


GUZEN 


days aren’t always portrayed through a 
rose-tinted lens; he also has to learn to 
carefully navigate the often messy lives of 
the adults around him, such as attending an 
awkward family dinner with a stranger whose 
presence is clearly unsettling his father. At 
the same time, the game is just as forgiving 
and comforting with your temporary 
setbacks. Even if you didn’t manage to hand 
over the Christmas card to Liang Chen’s 
crush within the day, there’s always the next 
day. And the day after. That’s perhaps the 
game’s most poignant message: that every 
24 hours represents a brand new opportunity 
to spend the perfect day. Ш 


The royal 


treatment 


On top of managing 
Liang Chen's anxiety, 
you will find 
collectibles that may 
shape later chapters, 
and affect his 
interactions with 
other characters. 
Items such as sweets 
and books can also be 
packed away for use 
the next day. A 
Perfect Day has Easter 
eggs that will be 
instantly recognisable 
to Chinese players 
who grew up in the 
1990s, such as 
references to a TV 
series called My Fair 
Princess. A palace 
drama broadcast in 
East and Southeast 
Asia, this became a 
cultural phenomenon, 
catapulting its cast 
into superstardom 
overnight (western 
audiences may be 
most familiar with 
actress Fan Bingbing). 
A poster of the show 
can be seen in Liang 
Chen's bedroom. 
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Developer/ 
publisher 
Visai Games 


Format PC 
Origin Canada, India 
Release Winter 


Cooking Tamil dishes is the 
heart and soul of Venba 


50 


VENBA 


Where culture and cuisine collide 


ost cooking games, such as 

Overcooked! and Battle Chef Brigade, 

focus on the mechanics of food 
preparation. But Visai Games’ debut, which 
follows the lives of an immigrant Indian 
family living in Canada, is mixing up the 
recipe, tying the process of cooking directly 
to its story and the day-to-day lives of the 
family at its heart. Venba tells their tale in 
episodic chunks, each featuring a dish to cook, 
with interstitial sequences showing the 
growth of the individual family members over 
time. The dishes aren’t simply thrown into 
the game for the sake of it: each has a specific 
significance to the family, or advances the 
story in some way. 

“For me, cooking felt like a very natural 
fit," writer and lead developer Abhi says of 
Venba’s design. The idea came from Abhi’s 
personal belief that no matter what sort of 
day you and your family have had, you’ll 
always sit down together for a meal. “You 
can’t postpone your hunger,” he adds with a 
chuckle. Immigrants may lose their language, 
their movies, and other cultural touchstones, 
but Abhi believes food is a constant, a shared 


language — and a lens through which family 
and culture in particular can be examined. 
Venba is also the name of the mother in 
the family. As a former school teacher in 
India, she is forced to take a reduced role as a 
supply teacher in Canada to support her 
husband and son. With the help of Sam 
Elkana’s vibrant art, this explores a family’s 
struggles, halfway around the world from its 
homeland, and how immigrants carry certain 
aspects of their way of life — their customs 
and traditions — with them wherever they go. 
It’s a story deeply rooted in personal 
circumstance. Raised as a Tamil in India until 


Food is a constant – and a 
lens through which family 
and culture can be examined 


his early teens, Abhi and his family emigrated 
to Halifax in Canada, where he lived for 
several years until relocating to Toronto. “It 
still feels like home,” the designer says of 
visiting India all these years later as he reflects 
on his journey, adding that he still thinks in 
his native Tamil language today. This lived 
experience has been channeled into Venba’s 
story, lending it the tang of authenticity. 


Abhi is still very much in touch with his 
roots, saying of his bilinguality that he can 
“just turn it on and off,” but even then there's 
a “big rift” in attitudes between him and his 
parents, who have lived the majority of their 
lives in India. “That’s nothing compared to the 
other families I see where they’re completely 
assimilated here [in Canada],” he says — the 
children in particular. Abhi quickly adds that 
this isn’t the kids’ fault, but since the only 
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ТОР Venba and her husband 
have travelled far and 
sacrificed a lot to begin a 
new life overseas. 

TOP RIGHT The narrative 
illustrates that relocating 
as Indian immigrants isn't 
just a case of catching a 
flight and settling in. 
ABOVE There'll be times 
when Venba's son rejects 
his heritage and culture 
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time they hear of their culture is through 
parents who grew up in their homeland, it 
feels like “there’s some inequality there”. 
Eastern philosophies emphasise the collective, 
Abhi points out, whereas western attitudes 
are more focused on the individual, leading to 
clashing beliefs among family members. This 
is one of the key topics that Venba tackles, 
with a particular focus on the child of the 
family: Abhi says there will be periods where 
he's caught between the two cultures, 
resulting in him actively shunning the 
traditional food of his homeland. 

“As far as I know,” Abhi says, “this might 
be the first Tamil game out there” — or at 


least the first Tamil game that has received 
this level of attention from the global media. 
In an effort to include as much Tamil heritage 
as possible in Venba’s relatively short 
runtime, Abhi has been in regular contact 
with friends and family back home, picking up 
songs that he can transplant into the game, 
which play on an in-game radio during the 
cooking sections. “I can’t possibly educate, 
and I don’t want to,” the designer says with a 
laugh, but he believes Venba can be a doorway 
to Tamil culture, that perhaps if a player is 
intrigued by a particular song or dish, they'll 
look it up and delve further into a lifestyle 
they previously knew nothing about. ІШ 


Pressure 
cooker 


With so many eyes 
on Venba, Abhi is 
feeling the weight 
of expectation. 
"Now there's a lot 
of responsibilities," 
the designer says, 
explaining how, with 
a very finite amount 
of recipes and dishes 
to recreate in Venba, 
there's inevitably 
going to be debate 
over the inclusion of 
certain foods. “I can 
guarantee you this 
game will come out 
and almost every 
Tamil person who 
plays it will contact 
me and say, 'How can 
you not include this 
dish?'" Abhi says, 
pointing to this as 
the single biggest 
challenge when 
developing a game 
about Indian cuisine 
and heritage. He's 
made his peace with 
it, though, and is 
confident the recipes 
he's chosen are the 
best ones to represent 
his homeland and 
family cooking. 
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Developer/ 
publisher 
Ghost Pattern 


Format PC 
Origin Australia 
Release Early 2022 
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WAYWARD STRAND 


Your patients will be rewarded in this gentle Australian adventure 


ne of the more heartening recent 
developments in the game industry 
has been the opportunity to hear from 
a wider range of voices. Through art funds, 
boutique publishers and independent stores 
such as itch.io, creators from different 
backgrounds are getting the help they need to 
bring more personal projects to market, and it’s 
becoming easier to broaden our cultural diet. 
Still, even without knowing a great deal 
about Australia in the 1970s, we’re sure that 
airships converted into hospitals were never a 
thing. “Actually...” Ghost Pattern Games’ 
Marigold Bartlett begins, before her poker face 
breaks into a grin. 
“Тп terms of the time period, I think a really 
big thing was just that we were excited to find 


One original inspiration was 
80 Days, yet it has more in 
common with Overboard 


out more about it,’ designer and writer Jason 
Bakker adds. “Because it feels like, even in 
Australia and Australian media, the '70s..." 
Bartlett finishes his sentence: “...are missing.” 

Though it was, they say, a fraught time for 
the country, that’s hardly reflected in the 
opening half-hour of Wayward Strand, which is 
gentle, touching and quietly funny in places. 
You are Casey, a curious teenager who agrees to 
help out her mother aboard this floating 
hospice, while taking notes from her chats with 
its patients for a newspaper article she plans to 
write about her experience. Already, we’ve got a 
few favourites: Ida, played by Anne Charleston 
(who soap fans may recognise as Madge from 
Neighbours), is warm and friendly, while we’re 
intrigued to find out more about former actress 
Tomi — a Berlinale winner in her time. 

Casey’s role, Bakker says, took time to define 
as the developer worked out how to align the 
player’s goals with that of the protagonist. This 
way, he says, “you have an impetus to talk to all 
the characters” and find out more about them, 


which is ultimately what the story is about. 
“That’s been one of the cornerstones of our 
design meetings over the years,” Bartlett adds. 
“We want to make Wayward Strand a pleasant, 
engaging time. But we also don’t necessarily 
want to heavily gamify these three hours.” It’s 
designed to have a satisfying conclusion 
regardless of how you choose to spend your 
time — or, rather, who you spend it with. 


Bakker Says One original inspiration was 
Inkle’s 80 Days, yet it has more in common 
with the British studio’s murder mystery 
Overboard, at least from a structural standpoint. 
Here, as there, NPCs have their own routines 
(which, Bakker says, was about “allowing the 
other characters increased agency”) that may or 
may not dovetail with your movements. But 
rather than clicking on a cross-section of the 
ship — and through lines of text — the place is 
rendered physically, with the characters visibly 
(and audibly) moving around. It has the feel of a 
theatrical set, albeit one where walls can melt 
away so you can see inside the various rooms. 
So was it annoying or validating when 
Overboard came out? “Cheeky buggers,” Bartlett 
says, affectionately. “We love the team over 
there. And it was exciting more than anything 
else. It was a clever design, and I think if there 
are people who really enjoyed that for the 
experience of the time[-based] stuff, then we 
can offer them this encyclopaedic version of it.” 
Above all, it's a chance for these developers 
to *define ourselves in our terms" as Bartlett 
puts it, referring to the theory of the Australian 
Cultural Cringe — how the dominance of 
American and European culture has given 
voices from beyond those spheres an inferiority 
complex about their work. “I don't know if this 
is the Cringe speaking or if this is how I 
actually feel, but I don't think I would want to 
say that Wayward Strand isn't relatable to other 
people? I think I just have to accept that it's 
totally natural and just Australian to doubt that.” 
Whether they believe us or not, if our short 
stay in this delightful world is anything to go by, 
Ghost Pattern has nothing to cringe about. ІШ 


Loose threads 


The aim is to give 
players a complete 
story they can happily 
walk away from at 
the end of its 
“roughly movie- 
length” runtime. 
"There's an 
overarching story to 
do with Casey,” 
Bartlett says, hinting 
towards it focusing on 
her relationship with 
her mother. But the 
option is there to 
return and find out 
more about the 
characters you didn't 
get to know so well. 
"On the last day, it's 
not like you're 
[focused on] 
unlocking the good 
ending or whatever," 
Bakker says. "But your 
interactions with the 
characters will be very 
different if you've 
spent quite a bit of 
time with them 
compared to if you 
haven't - you may 
only bump into 
someone on the third 
day, and you're like, 
'Oh! Who are you?' 
Just like real life." 
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TOP Bartlett says her art draws from 
the West Coast American graphic 
novelists of the "905, but her main 
inspiration was Scottish author 

and illustrator Scoular Anderson. 
ABOVE Dear Esther and The Last 
Express were both major influences 
on Wayward Strand, Bakker says 


Why can't I stay for o 
moment? 


I'm meant to spend 
some time with you. 


TOP Ghost Pattern may not 
have the resources for 


expensive mocap, but its 
animation is evocative, in 
the pottering movement of 
older characters in particular. 
ABOVE The dialogue is 
concise and well-written. 


the state of Victoria's 
funding body," Bakker says. 


the game from really early 
in the process." Bartlett 
explains that, around seven 
years ago, countrywide 
funding for videogames was 
stripped by the government 
that was in power at the 
time. "For a long time, 
Victoria was the only state 
that offered any funding for 
game developers, which is 
why Melbourne produces 
so many excellent games" 


RIGHT "Primary funding for a 


long time has been coming І = : SE 
from Film Victoria, which is P Neil, what is this coffee cup-- 2 


“They were supportive of 
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POKEMON LEGENDS: ARCEUS 


Developer Game Freak Publisher Nintendo, The Pokémon Company Format Switch Origin Japan Release January 28 


The Pokémon Presents livestream in August provided a deeper look at the region of Hisui (a historical version of Diamond 
and Pearf's Sinnoh), confirming what we all suspected from the February teaser: that this is ап open-world game and, going 
by the moment the player swoops across the landscape on a Braviary-borne glider, one that takes a rather large leaf out of 
Breath Of The Wild's book. Sword and Shield's Wild Area was a step in that direction but, with catching and battling now 
integrated into the environment, this seems to promise an evolution for a series that has been tapping ‘B’ for decades. 


SOL CRESTA 


Developer PlatinumGames Publisher Hamster Corporation 
Format PC, PS4, Switch Origin Japan Release TBA 


No joke, PlatinumGames really is making the sequel to a game released in 1985. On April 
Fool's Day last year, a trailer for Sol Cresta was the punchline to the studio's promised four 
announcements. (No, we didn't really get it either.) But now it turns out it's real after all, 
iterating on the hot docking action of Nihon Bussan's arcade shoot-'em-ups, with a variety 
of attacks that shift depending on the configuration of your three styles of spacecraft. 
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CULTIC 


Developer Jasozz Games Publisher 3D Realms 
Format PC Origin US Release TBA 


Sometimes it feels like the past few years have produced 
more '90s-style shooters than the actual decade that inspired 
them. But when we play Cultic's demo, its axe-tossing, chair- 
kicking action immediately shines through the ubiquitous 
muddy brown visuals. Perhaps it'll be enough to enable the 
game to cut through the fog of similarly styled games? 


NOT TONIGHT 2 


Developer Panic Barn Publisher No More Robots 
Format PC Origin UK Release TBA 


After the first Not Tonight took on Brexit with its low-key 
dystopia, this sequel casts its satirical eye across the Atlantic. 
It takes you on a road trip across an "alternative broken 
America" to rescue a friend from a Miami gulag — in between, 
once again, checking IDs at your day-to-day job as a bouncer. 


GOODBYE VOLCANO HIGH 


Developer/publisher Ko-op Format PC, PS4, PS5 
Origin Canada Release 2022 


Not so much ‘goodbye’ as ‘see you later’ — the dinosaur- 
romancing game is the latest title to be delayed out of 2021 
due to what the devs call "Global Events™"”. It's also had a 
narrative reboot; a new writing team joined last summer. One 
thing hasn't changed, though: the impending extinction event. 
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How tackling the Marvel 
universe revealed an unexpected 
new side of the XCOM team 

By Atex SPENCER 


59 


FIRAXIS'S 


umours of a Firaxis Games Marvel title have been 
circulating since June. Long enough, no doubt, for us all to 
build up a mental picture of what the XCOM team would 
do with this licence. Whatever version has been living in 
your head these past few months, though, know this: 
Marvel's Midnight Suns is not that game. 

Rather than the XCOM reskin we might have 
anticipated, Firaxis has created a game that has as much in 
common with Slay The Spire and Persona as it does with 
the studio's previous releases, one that borrows equally 
from fighting and dating games, and periodically ditches 
its trademark turn-based approach for realtime 
adventuring. But the surprises begin before any of that — 
right from the first time we see the game's title. 

By this point, Marvel might well be the single most 
profitable word in the English language. The two that 
follow it, though? They represent one hell of a deep cut. 
The game is a loose adaptation of Rise Of The Midnight 
Sons, a 1992 crossover event which launched such titles as 
Nightstalkers, Spirits Of Vengeance and Darkhold: Pages 
From The Book Of Sins. A part of comics history, it’s fair 
to say, that is not especially well-remembered. Except in the 
two cases that matter here: self-described *Marvel super- 
fans" Jake Solomon and Chad Rocco, now creative 
director and director of narrative on Midnight Suns. 

The pair grew up on the publisher's monthly output. 
^We were reading comics at the same time, so our в 


GAME HAS AS MUCH IN 


COMMON WITH SLAY THE SPIRE 
AND PERSONA AS IT DOES WITH 
THE STUDIO'S PREVIOUS RELEASES 


Lilith’s demonic army, the 
Lilin, gives Firaxis a chance 
to wheel out some XCOM- 
like enemy designs. They 
are joined by the Fallen, 
corrupted versions of 
familiar heroes and villains 


Game Marvel’s Midnight Suns 
Developer Firaxis Games 
Publisher 2K 

Format PC, PS4, PS5, Xbox One, 
Xbox Series, Switch 

Release March 


ALTER EGO 


ABOVE Some missions will 
demand a certain character 
is included in your party, to 
ensure players can’t just 
stick with their favourites. 
LEFT Blade was one of the 
stars of the "905 comic series 
that inspired the dev team 


Jake Solomon, 
creative director 
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“MARVEL IS JUST EVERYWHERE. 
YOU REALLY HAVE TO FIND A 
CORNER OF THIS UNIVERSE THAT 
YOU CAN CALL YOUR OWN" 


A NEW 
LENS 


While Midnight Suns' 
battles default to a 
close-up camera, it is 
possible to zoom out into 
"tactics mode', which 
provides a topdown 
overview of the battlefield 
with all pertinent 
information. "That's useful 
in some cases," Solomon 
says — but he's adamant 
that the entire game is 
playable without ever 
using it. "Because if you 
can't, we're probably 
violating some other thing, 
philosophically, that we 
wanted to do." He's 
referring to the game's 
essential design pillars: 
conveying how powerful 
the characters are, 
something that's harder to 
do from a distance, and 
keeping battles fast and 
flowing. "We don't want 
the player to sit there 
constantly rethinking this 
or that decision." This was 
more important than 
making something that 
looks closer to the shiny 
blockbuster Marvel is 
known for, we're told — 
though presumably that 
was a fine bonus. 


golden memories of comics come from the same era — 
the late '80s, early "oos" Solomon tells us. “It was all 
antiheroes and supernatural stuff and, you know, giant 
hair.” All of which are very much present in the original 
Rise Of The Midnight Sons, a story about Ghost Rider 
battling demons and necromancers alongside Blade and 
Doctor Strange. *For Rocco and me, this was a formative 
comic-book event." 

This youthful obsession would provide the solution to 
a problem Solomon and team never expected to have. ^We 
had never considered the idea of making a Marvel game,” 
he says. “As much as I personally love Marvel, it just 
doesn't even cross your mind.” It was actually Marvel that 
approached Firaxis, just as the team were wrapping up 
XCOM 2's War Of The Chosen expansion. (And that 
fandom, it seems, runs in both directions. *Honestly, you 
often hear from execs, ‘Oh yeah, I loved that game? and 
maybe they do, and maybe they don’t,” Solomon says. 
“But the very first call I had, there was an executive vice 
president of Marvel on the line, and he had very specific 
feedback about the finale mission of XCOM”) Without 
a pitch at the ready, Solomon and Rocco were sent 
“flipping through decades of Marvel stories in our heads" 
searching for the right approach. 

Of course, Marvel's standing today is very different to 
where it was in the early '9os — and while its recent 
successes make this project more viable, Solomon says 
there is a downside. *The problem being that Marvel is 
everywhere now. Their movies are the biggest movies in 
the world, and they have been for over a decade. Now 
they're making TV shows, and guess what, they're the 
biggest TV shows in the world. There are decades of 
comics, there are theme park attractions, there are 
cartoons. They're just everywhere. As a creative team, 
that's actually a challenge, because you really have to find 
a corner of this universe that you can call your own.” 

That's certainly the case with Midnight Suns, which 
alongside the familiar faces of Tony Stark and Wolverine 
features heroes such as Nico Minoru and Illyana ‘Magik’ 
Rasputin. The threat they are being pitted against is Lilith, 
an adaptation of an obscure Marvel supervillain (and a 
sort of twice-removed version of the Biblical figure) rarely 
sighted since her "oos heyday. When Solomon tells us this 
is an *untapped" part of Marvel's back catalogue, he's not 
joking. After all, who else would even think to tap it? 

The game also seems determined to find its own 
corner within the tactics genre, a space that Firaxis > 


This is Limbo: a hell 
dimension most associated, 
in the comics, with Magik's 
backstory, but ruled by a 
Sorcerer Supreme 


Every enemy has a symbol 
above their head showing 
the intended target of their 
next attack, to help players 
prioritise and plan ahead 


FROM TOP Chad Rocco, 
director of narrative, and 
art director Dennis Moellers 


itself helped to popularise. 2012's XCOM: Enemy Unknown, 
with its reimagining and streamlining of Julian Gollop's 
classic design, opened the floodgates for turn-based tactics 
games. Into The Breach, Invisible Inc, Mario + Rabbids 
Kingdom Battle — some of the finest games of the past 
decade have been made in the mould of XCOM. Which is 
perhaps why, for Midnight Suns, Firaxis has chosen to 
sidestep the competition and create a fresh template. 

The game did start life as something much closer to its 
forebears — as Solomon says, “if all you have is a hammer, 
everything looks like a nail.” But it quickly became obvious 
that he needed to root around in his toolbox some more. 
“Within the first couple of days, when I really started 
looking at the problem from a design standpoint, I 
realised, oh, man, this is like nothing we’ve done before. 

A lot of the tools we’ve used before don’t even make sense 
here. We’ve got to do something completely new.” 

He’s not exaggerating. Gone are the tiled maps; the 
chance-to-hit dice rolls; even the slightest consideration 
of taking cover. The camera has left its old position up in 
the rafters and is instead pulled in so close to the 
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characters the game could, at times, pass for a thirdperson 
action game. Maps are a fraction of the size, with heroes 
able to get from one side to the other in a single bound — 
internally, they’re referred to as ‘arenas’ 

The overall feel, too, couldn’t be much more different. 
Where XCOM is a game about being constantly on the 
back foot, facing alien enemies that can steamroller your 
entire unit in a single turn if you aren’t careful, in 
Midnight Suns the roles are more or less reversed. Many of 
the more minor opponents you face don’t even have 
health bars — after all, Captain America rarely needs a 
second punch to dispatch some rank-and-file henchman. 
“It’s not about ‘Can I beat this guy?’” Solomon says. “It’s 
about ‘How many guys can I beat with this one ability? 
How сап I take out three guys at once?” 

Even with the low-level characters on show in our 
demo, this is immediately evident. It begins on a rooftop, 
where seven Hydra goons swarm our three heroes. It’s not 
nearly enough to present a threat. Blade darts across the 
battlefield and unloads a pair of submachine guns into 
them, taking down the first enemy so quickly it doesn’t 
even register as an action, then chains sword strikes 
between two more, before turning his guns on an explosive 
barrel. This sets up Captain Marvel to send out a photon 
beam that bisects the entire map, knocking out another 
couple of minions and leaving their armoured leader with 
a tiny shred of health. 

The game is constantly throwing reinforcements into 
battle, because, as Solomon puts it, “we cannot keep the 
player fed with bad guys" Hydra’s numbers immediately 
swell once more, but it doesn't matter. By the end of a 
second turn, they're all eliminated. “Play fast” is a mantra 
we hear a lot during our conversation, and for good 
reason. Midnight Suns’ more complicated narrative 
missions can take a little longer, but your standard 
encounter should last ten minutes or less — a fraction of 
the time spent on a single XCOM battle. 


This new approach to turn-based tactics took a 
long time to come together, Solomon admits. “I don't 
want to be dishonest and say, like, ‘Oh, it was so exciting, 
Because actually it was terrifying for the first couple of 
years.” After being offered the Marvel licence, Firaxis had 
to do what many of us have done since the rumours first 
emerged: try to imagine how it might overlap with the 
kind of strategy games in which the studio specialises. 
That process began in the same place as Enemy 
Unknown's design did all those years before: on the 
tabletop. “We had all these old Heroclix figures and we 
got a map of a helicarrier or a New York alleyway or 
something," Solomon explains. As the team started to 
hash out a game with the miniatures in front of them, the 
first idea that emerged was Midnight Suns' environmental 
interactions. You might not be using your surroundings 
for cover any more, but that doesn't mean things within 
the environment are useless. Heroes сап leap off ће P 
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bonnets of cars, kick or throw chunks of scenery at 
enemies, and bring traps crashing down on their heads. 
This interaction all goes hand in hand with what the 
Firaxis devs refer to as “combat geometry” — Into The 
Breach-style knockback effects and directional attacks 
that reward smart positioning. 

Otherwise, though, the physical prototype they ended 
up with worked an awful lot like XCOM. “OK, if you’re 
Captain America, you can do these four abilities,” 
Solomon says. “It was very similar to other tactics games, 
and it was OK, but it wasn’t that great.” The turning point 
in the design wouldn’t arrive for another year, with the 
simple addition of a deck of cards. 

Surprisingly, it doesn’t sound as though this idea came 
out of the physical prototype at all. Less surprising is the 
game that did inspire it. “It really came out of me playing 
Slay The Spire. As a designer, you’re always thinking: ‘How 
can I use this? I’m in a terrifying situation right now, the 
thing I’m working on is not very fun. You’re grasping at 
straws,” Solomon says. “And so I was playing that and I 
thought, ‘Man, could I make this work?’” 

And so Midnight Suns became a deckbuilder, of sorts. 
Each hero goes into battle with eight cards to their name, 
a selection of character-specific abilities that can be 
tweaked between missions as the card pool grows. It’s the 
usual mix of direct attacks and non-offensive skills, with 
a lot of familiar keywords and concepts: taunt, block, 
bleed. “No ability just does damage,” Solomon says. “That’s 
one of the big things we want to do design-wise. Every 
ability should have at least some way that requires you to 
think about how best to use them.” 


Each hero’s deck can be pushed in multiple possible 
directions — Captain America can be “a real tank", using 
that shield for its originally intended purpose, or wielding 
it as a weapon to become “an all-out brawler” — but 
they’re also intended to feel distinct from one another. 
There are a dozen heroes in total and, we’re promised, a 
dozen different twists on card design. Ghost Rider’s 
attacks hit harder than most, but at a cost: “they all inflict 
damage to Ghost Rider too" Nico Minoru, a young witch, 
can’t target her attacks at any particular enemy, requiring 
some careful management of the order in which cards are 
played. Iron Man’s cards get better each time they’re 
redrawn, “because it makes sense for him spiritually”. 
Playing two Captain Marvel cards in turn allows her to go 
‘binary’ (a nod to the Chris Claremont X-Men comics of 
the '80s, another major influence from Solomon’s 
childhood), piling on the block and doubling damage — at 
least, until that block is chipped away, an eventuality made 
more likely by the fact that most of Danvers' abilities 
come marked with ‘taunt, drawing attacks in her direction. 
With three heroes on the field at one time, it feels a 
little like some strange Slay The Spire mod that lets the 
Ironclad, Silent and Watcher characters fight alongside 
one another. If that all sounds a bit too freeform, be 
assured that there are some limits on your power: you 


HEROISM IS, IN PART, A MANA 
SYSTEM OF THE KIND WE'VE SEEN 
BEFORE IN MANY CARD GAMES, 
BUT IT'S ALSO A SPECIAL METER 


can only play three cards and only move one hero once per 
turn. Both restrictions, though, can be circumvented in 
multiple ways. Blade specialises in ‘quick’ cards, which 
refund their play cost if that attack eliminates the target, 
while most melee attacks seem to close the gap 
automatically — the daywalker will never be left swinging 
his namesake at dead air. 

Playing cards also builds up a secondary resource, 
known as Heroism, which can then be spent to play 
powerful Heroic cards, paired with big showstopper 
animations. We see Ghost Rider unleashing the Penance 
Stare; Magik bringing down a portal to swallow a soldier 
whole; Wolverine somehow setting fire to his claws. These 
are your reward for smart play — and the pride and joy of 
art director Dennis Moellers, who drew inspiration from 
some unexpected sources. 

Unlike his teammates, Moellers was never a Marvel 
fan, but he had been studying the *dynamic poses" within 
superhero comics for years, before he had any idea a 
Marvel game was — forgive us — on the cards. Also on his 
curriculum: the likes of Attack On Titan and Demon 
Slayer, anime series adapted from manga, and the way they 
*translate these amazing comic-book poses into 
animation" You can see it in these Heroic attack 
animations, the way they seem to jump between 
keyframes as if skimming across comics panels then 
linger, in slow motion, on images you could imagine filling 
a whole colourful page: Captain Marvel delivering an 
uppercut with glowing fists, Doctor Strange opening the 
Eye Of Agamotto, Nico sprouting wings of black energy. 

“Another art inspiration, other than the comics and 
anime I was talking about, was Dragon Ball FighterZ,” 
Moellers says. “There are some moves where they zoom 
out to show the entire planet and you can see this 
explosion going off. Studying that, and Street Fighter — 
new and old — that was а big influence" Suddenly it all 
clicks into place. Heroism is, in part, a mana system of the 
kind we've seen before in many card games, but it's also a 
special meter, like Street Fighter's Super Combo Gauge. 
Solomon underlines it for us: ^We view ourselves as 
having a lot in common, not with the games we've done 
before, but with fighting games, oddly enough. The 
animations are inspired by fighting games — they're very 
over-the-top. The arenas are about: how do you position 
yourself for these attacks?" 

Making a “tactical fighting game" as the team call it, 
wasn't necessarily the intent, but rather the natural > 


UNSUNG 
HEROES 


Of the 12 heroes on 
Midnight Suns’ roster, we 
see nine in action. With 
Firaxis apparently given 
free rein to decide which 
characters it wanted, 
whittling it down to even 
that number “may have 
been the toughest part of 
the game,” Solomon tells 
us. Each of the final picks 
meets one of two criteria: 
either they're a big-name 
character the team 
thought it would be fun to 
see in a more supernatural 
context (Wolverine, 
Captains Marvel and 
America) or more niche 
heroes for whom this is 
home turf (Magik, Ghost 
Rider, Blade). As for the 
three yet to be revealed, 
we can only speculate - 
and note the appearance 
of Bruce Banner in our 
demo, taking a backstage 
role as the team’s guy in 
the chair, and the reference 
to a young Scarlet Witch. 


RIGHT We're surprised by 
just how fully featured the 
Abbey sections appear. 
BELOW While everything 
about the Hunter's look is 
customisable, Firaxis is 
putting this incarnation 
front and centre 
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outcome of a design mantra which Solomon repeats 


multiple times during our conversation: *You've always 
got to think about the fantasy" In this case, first and 
foremost, that means helping the player feel like a 


superhero, “one of the most powerful people on Earth’, 
even before they've levelled up their abilities. “In our 
game, Iron Man doesn't need to learn how to become 

Iron Man — he should be awesome from the very first 
time you play,’ Solomon explains. The cards and Heroism 
meter are what make this possible. *Because the player 
can't predict what is in their hand from turn to turn, that 
means we can give them extremely powerful abilities right 
from the start of the game.” 


This, though, İS just опе of two player fantasies that 
Solomon and team are hoping to fulfil with Midnight Suns. 
“The other is living alongside the legends. What is it like 
to not just fight alongside these heroes that you know and 
love, but to live alongside them, and see how they interact 
with each other?" This is a huge part of, in particular, the 
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AT THE TEAM’S HEADQUARTERS, 
A MAGICAL MANSION KNOWN 
AS THE ABBEY, YOU'LL BE ABLE 
TO HANG OUT BY THE POOL 


X-Men comics of the era that inspired Solomon and 
Rocco. “I always loved that in the comics,” Rocco says. 
“Those moments where you’d see the heroes chilling, 
and just talking about something in their lives.” 

So, between missions, Midnight Suns offers an 
opportunity for a spot of downtime. At the team’s 
headquarters, a magical mansion known as The Abbey, 
you'll be able to hang out by the pool with your fellow 
heroes, à la Jim Lee's X-Men. (“Jake’s excitement level for 
the swimsuits is on par with some of our best work,” 
Moellers adds.) You can also work out with Captain 
Marvel, play videogames with Ghost Rider, or meditate 
with Doctor Strange. And our personal favourite: *You can 
hold a book club with Blade.” 

This particular part of the game is one we're still 
wrapping our head around. There's a touch of XCOM's 
base building here, clearly: picking through the rewards of 
your most recent outing, choosing between research 
projects that will take a set number of days to complete, 
switching out cards in your decks. But what it resembles 
more than anything else is an RPG, something akin to the 
Normandy sequences in Mass Effect. 

While you're back at the Abbey, Midnight Suns fully 
embraces that thirdperson camera view, pulling it in tight 
over the shoulder and giving you realtime control over one 
character. You can approach other heroes for a chat, take 
part in a spot of combat training, or just wander the 
grounds, which offer snippets of backstory, optional 
challenges and even unlockable abilities that will open up 
fresh areas for exploration. 

It's worth noting that the character you control here 
isn't one borrowed from Marvel lore. They're the Hunter, 
a new hero created for this game and thoroughly 
customisable by the player. *When you're playing this 
game, you are not Iron Man, right? You're not Blade. 
You're not Doctor Strange. I want the player to feel like 
you're you,” Solomon says. At the same time, though, they 
have to stand alongside those icons, whose visuals and 
characters *have been worked and reworked over decades" 

While you'll be able to choose how the Hunter looks, 
they have a few distinct features: a pair of crossed swords 
over the shoulders, a collar around the neck, a white-and- 
black colour scheme that encompasses their costume and 
powers alike. The Hunter's abilities are broken up into 
‘light’ and ‘dark’, focusing on support and offensive 
capabilities respectively. Combining mystical energies 
with physical weaponry, Solomon says “the closest № 


STARK 
DIFFERENCE 


In keeping with the 
decision to find their own 
corner of the Marvel 
universe, the team were 
keen to find a distinct 
visual take on all of 
Midnight Suns’ characters. 
The more recognisable the 
character, we're told, the 
harder this became. 
“Everybody knows what 
lron Man looks like,” 
Solomon says. “So it has 
to look like Iron Man. But 
it better not look like any 
other version of Iron Man, 
because then it gets 
confusing.” Part of the 
answer was drawing from 
the era that inspired 
Midnight Suns, in and out 
of comics. Wolverine is 
dressed in the tan variant 
of his suit that was an "805 
staple, while Iron Man's 
armour is based on the 
vents and angles of the 
1987 Ferrari F40. 


“ALMOST EVERY MARVEL HERO 


IS TRYING TO FIND WHERE THEY 


BELONG IN THE WORLD, AND 


THE HUNTER 


ASSEMBLY 
LINE 


While Marvel has 
established its dominance 
in cinema and, more 
recently, television, it's yet 
to replicate the feat for 
videogames. When we 
share this observation, 
Solomon initially pushes 
back: “The indie darling 
Spider-Man, | guess you're 
referring to?" But it's hard 
to deny that Midnight 
Suns exists in the shadow 
of Square Enix's Marvel's 
Avengers. Accepting that 
it's yet to have the 
interactive equivalent of 
Endgame, Solomon says: 
"| think it's just a matter 
of time. Because these 
stories and these 
characters are archetypes, 
they're like the modern 
mythology." Marvel's 
game division is taking the 
same approach as its film 
studio, he says, partnering 
with creatives whose work 
they like and letting them 
do their own thing. Surely 
it will eventually produce 
the equivalent of Black 
Panther or Thor: Ragnarok? 
“I'll tell you this," 
Solomon says. “I'd never 
bet against Marvel." 


IS NO DIFFERENT" 


analogue would be Thor" — who, notably, is not on the 
game's roster. Still, Firaxis's aim was to *make sure they're 
not just some facsimile of some other superhero, making 
sure they don't come off as generic" On this front, the 
jury is still very much out — but then, if the Hunter is 
meant to be the player's proxy, it's worth remembering 
that we've yet to see our Hunter. 

Then there's the question of a narrative hook. “Almost 
every Marvel hero has issues they're working through, 
they're all trying to find where they belong in the world — 
and the Hunter is no different,” Rocco says. They're the 
child of Lilith, who lost their life repelling the last 
demonic invasion, centuries before, now resurrected to do 
it again. "The warrior out of time, raised as a weapon 
against their own mother, brought back from the dead.” 

The other thing Marvel heroes tend to have — arguably 
the single secret ingredient of the brand's cinematic 
success — is a characterful quirk, something that defines 
their role within the larger group. Think of Iron Man's 
relentless quips, Star-Lord's easily bruised ego, Spider- 
Man's puppylike earnestness. The Hunter, essentially, is a 
bit of a square. The impression we get is of a perpetual 
straight man, someone who takes those trademark jokes 
and references very literally. It's not their fault — they 
were last alive in the 1600s, after all, and have only known 
conflict. “Over the course of our game, the heroes actually 
pull the Hunter out of that,” Solomon says. 

Trained to be a weapon, needs to learn to be a 
person — it's a good hook, with just enough blue sky 
between it and the nearest comparable Marvel character. 
And it sounds as though this will be the backbone of 
Midnight Suns’ story. It's certainly the part that interests 
us, much more than all the usual business with a world- 
ending threat. The Abbey sections are a chance to get to 
know Midnight Suns’ cast, who have been written to be 
distinct from the incarnations we already know — another 
example of the game trying to carve out its own niche 
amid the Marvel oversaturation. 

The snippets of Tony Stark we see, with a neatly 
trimmed pencil moustache rather than the Downey goatee 
and a voice performance that has a touch of old radio 
drama, suggest more of an 'early-20th-century captain of 
industry' take on the character. He's paired with Doctor 
Strange in the Abbey's forge, handling upgrades and 
unlocks, a little like XCOM's Drs Shen and Vahlen. 
"They're our odd couple,” Solomon says, describing 
this version of Strange as “sort of fussy”. 


It's not just the Hunter — and thus you — getting to 
know these heroes. The roster is divided in two, between 
the well-established Avengers and the younger Midnight 
Suns team, who specialise in supernatural affairs. *To the 
Suns, the Avengers are the old guard, they're trying to 
come in and take over,” Rocco says. * There's tension right 
from the start when the heroes show up — there's this 
young-versus-old, ‘OK Boomer’ vibe that will carry 
across the entire game. It's a big theme for us.” 

This kind of interpersonal soap-opera drama seems to 
get the team just as excited as the tactical combat. The 
Abbey is a major part of the game, at least as much as the 
strategy layer of the XCOM games ever was — and seems 
to have just as much impact on what you're taking into 
battles. Those hangouts we mentioned are an opportunity 
to level up your relationship with each individual hero, 
and will reward you with everything from passive boosts 
to combo cards that’ll be added to your deck if both 
heroes are present. 

To maximise the amount of friendship squeezed out of 
each interaction, you'll need to pick the right location or 
activity, and say the right things in dialogue. You can even 
buy them gifts. “I want to make it very clear, it’s not 
romancing," Solomon tells us. *Don't get me in trouble!" 
Nonetheless, there's a definite influence from dating games, 
along with other titles that thread character development 
between outings. Solomon namechecks the Persona and 
Mass Effect games, as well as the game that leapt to mind 
for us, with its blend of tactical battles and social 
elements, Fire Emblem: Three Houses. * There are a lot of 
games, I think, [that] do awesome stuff with relationships 
that we have all played and been impressed by.” 


This game 1S the natural evolution, in some ways, of 
War Of The Chosen's experiments with character bonds, 
which reward you for taking certain pairings of soldiers on 
missions together — and make it all the more 
heartbreaking when one of them is lost in battle. There are 
shards of XCOM design everywhere, if you squint, but 
Midnight Suns is certainly not the game we'd have 
expected Firaxis to make next. 

Put aside the Marvel of it all — it's this element of 
surprise that has us most excited. Firaxis has rolled up a 
disparate selection of influences into something that 
doesn't quite resemble any of them. Midnight Suns isn't 
exactly a card game, nor is it a relationship-building 
RPG or the turn-based answer to Street Fighter. It’s 
certainly not a straightforward tactics game in the mould 
of XCOM or the wave of games that iterated on its ideas, 
though it does borrow from them in places. 

In all its strangeness, Midnight Suns looks like it could 
actually be something new. Can Firaxis pull off the same 
trick twice? Could Solomon and team have struck on the 
formula for the next wave of brilliant imitators? Will all 
these ideas even manage to gel into something that feels 
like a coherent piece of design? That all remains to be 
seen. But we're certainly ready to be surprised. К 
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Nico Minoru is one of 
the newer heroes - taken 
from Runaways, a 2000s 
mics series that spawned 
show 
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wo Edge 9s in the space a year is good 


going 


first two games it published? That might 


just be 


for any publisher. But with the very 


unprecedented. The onetwo punch 


of Gorogoa and What Remains Of Edith 


Finch i 
Interac 
projec 
it finish 
Year in 


n 


mmediately established Annapurna 
tive as more than just the side 
of a Hollywood studio, and led to 
ing runner-up for Publisher Of The 
the 2017 Edge Awards, the very 


first year it was eligible. (It lost out to 


Ninten 


do — no cause for shame, in the 


year o 


Mario 


Breath Of The Wild and Super 
Odyssey.) 


Looking back now, though, it's clear 
that Annapurna was just getting started. In 


2019, 


itself, landing a full hattrick of 9s with 


Outer 


the publisher managed to oneup 


Wilds, Telling Lies and Sayonara 


Wild Hearts, which took the top three 
spots in our Game Of The Year list. And 


while i 


t hasn't managed anything quite so 


spectacular since, the publisher has kept 
its streak going, with a selection of (mostly) 
great games that just keeps growing. 

That was underlined this summer 


when, 


a few weeks clear of all the E3 


noise — a piece of timing that seems both 


canny 


Annap 


and characteristically off-beat — 
urna held its first showcase event. 


In the space of half an hour, it rattled 
through seven forthcoming titles, plus four 


develo 


pers with which Annapurna has 


partnered, before closing with a “wilfully 
cryptic” tease for an expansion to one of 
our favourite games of the past decade. 

It's a lineup to rival any in the big 
publisher broadcasts of the prior month, 
and indicative of where Annapurna stands 
today. With August's Twelve Minutes 
(0112), the publisher has released its 16th 
game in less than five years, with another 
ten titles currently slated for release. That's 
without counting the assorted ports and 
rereleases it has handled (a list that 
includes yet more of our favourites] or its 
unrevealed collaborations with these 
newly announced partners. 

"None of us expected things to move 
as quickly as they did, but we also haven't 
changed our approach," says Annapurna 
Interactive president Nathan Gary. “We 
have grown naturally and in a way that 
works for us." Which is not to say that 
growth has been slow. The publisher's 
headcount has tripled since it was 
founded, to 15 people, and last year it 
opened an in-house development studio 
to make games of its own. 

That expansion has not only increased 
the number of games іп Annapurna's 
portfolio, but widened the scope of what 
they cover. A couple of years ago we 
might have been able to pin down what 
to expect from an Annapurna game: апу, 
storyled, the kind of thing you'd share 


PH 


— | 


WITH TWELVE MINUTES, 1775 


RELEASED ITS 


16TH GAME 


IN LESS THAN FIVE YEARS 


with friends who aren't necessarily into 
playing games - the equivalent, perhaps, 
of the prestige pictures put out by its 
parent company. The showcase highlights 
that this is no longer the case. 


A Memoir Blue certainly fits the bill: 
it's a dialoguetree, hand-animated story 
about a young woman reflecting on long- 
forgotten memories. And there appears to 
be more than a touch of Gorogoa about 
the presentation of Storyteller, a puzzle 
game that has you slotting plot elements 
into comic-book-style panels to craft a story 
that matches the provided title. The Artful 
Escape feels like an obvious fit, too, if 
only because its lengthy development 
means it's been on the publisher's roster 
since the early days. 

The rest, not so much. Solar Ash and 
Stray are two games that looked perfectly 
at home in Sony's PS5 reveal event — the 
former an expansive open-world action- 
platformer, the latter a gorgeously high- 
fidelity journey through a cyberpunk city, 
with the twist that you play as a cat. And 
Skin Deep is one of the few shooters in 


Annapurna’s portfolio — albeit a very 
unusual one, fusing Far Cry 2 and Prey 
with Die Hard and Alien to create a loti 
sandbox stealth game. 

That leaves just one game from the 
showcase, and it typifies the way 
Annapurna’s aesthetic has expanded 
more than any other. Developer Ben 
Esposito has plenty of history with the 
publisher: he worked on its very first 
release, What Remains Of Edith Finch, 
before going solo to develop Donut 
County. They're both typically Annapurna 
games, in their own distinct ways — both 
designed, as Esposito puts it, "to be 
someone's first experience". His next 
project, Neon White, is anything but. 

"| spent a really long time working on 
Donut County — it was like six years," 
Esposito says. "And | spent the whole time 
trying to make a game that would be for 
everyone. And | ended up having to 
make a lot of decisions that were not 
easy, to make it really, really accessible 
for all ages and to people who hadn't 
played games before. And | feel happy 
with the job | did. But after that > 


ABOVE Storyteller's 
puzzles, if they can be 
described as such, can 
be solved in multiple 
ways. As long as your 
chosen combination of 
elements fits the 
provided title, the 
game will give it 

the green light. 

FAR LEFT Neon White's 
levels are incredibly 
short, between ten 
seconds and a minute 
long, encouraging 
players to revisit them 
repeatedly, whittling 
down their completion 
time as they work 

out the perfect path 


RIGHT A Memoir Blue 
tells the story of a 
nostalgic young 
woman, rendered 

in 3D but with 
flashback elements 
picked out in 2D. Both 


styles have been hand- 


animated so that the 
characters can interact 
across dimensions. 
FAR RIGHT Solar Ash, 
due out in October, 
continues to look 
utterly gorgeous. At 
the Showcase, it 
showed off a new set 
of colossal beasts to 
chase, clamber across 
and, eventually, slay 


experience, | was like, OK, if that game 
was for everyone, my next game is going 
to be for specific people. It's not going to 
appeal to every gamer, and maybe it's not 
going to appeal to people who haven't 
played a game before. But if this game is 
for you, it could be your favourite game.” 

On the surface, Neon White is an FPS 
inspired by Quake jump maps and the 
traversal of hero shooters such as Team 
Fortress 2 and Overwatch, with a 
distinctly retro feel: fast, strafe-heavy, 
testing players’ twitch reflexes. On the 
other, Esposito explains, "it's also a visual 
novel dating sim” drawing on Persona 
and Danganronpa. And that's without 
mentioning ће game's card element — 
weapons are added to your hand, and 
can be discarded in exchange for a 


"WE'RE NOT TRYING TO HAVE 
A VIBE. WE ARE JUST TRYING 
TO MAKE REALLY COOL GAMES" 


movement power. It is, as Esposito says, 
a game for a very specific audience. 

For that reason, despite his history of 
working with Annapurna, Esposito 
assumed the publisher wouldn't be 
interested, and started the project with the 
assumption he'd be self-publishing. 71 
didn't think they would like it," he admits. 
"Is not that high-minded, it's campy, it's 
genre. That's not their thing.” He was 
surprised when Annapurna asked how the 
project was going, and even more so 
when the publisher signed it. When we 


mention that the game changed our 
perspective of what an Annapurna game 
looks like, Esposito laughs. "Yeah, l'm 
learning that too, as we go." 


So is there anything that does connect 
all these disparate games? Esposito 
recalls something he was told around the 
time Annapurna Interactive was founded: 
"We are not trying to have a genre. 
We're not trying to have a vibe. We are 
just trying to make really cool games with 
really cool people." He didn't really 


believe this, he confesses. “But now | 
understand where they're coming from. 
They don't want to be pinned down in that 
way. They just have really good taste. And 
that's it. That's the only thing that connects 
all he games." 

It's worth considering who the ‘they’ 


in question actually are. Annapurna 
Interactive's founding members were 
Neale Hemrajani and James Masi, 
production managers from Annapurna 
Pictures — but the game talent came almost 
entirely from Sony Santa Monica. The 
God Of War studio had spent a few 
years at this point acting as an incubator 
for smaller developers including 
Thatgamecompany and Giant Sparrow. 
The latter released The Unfinished Swan 
with Santa Monica's help, and was 


~~ 


partway through development on Edith 
Finch when things changed at Sony. 
The cancellation of a tripleA project 
led to layoffs across the studio, in line with 
what a Sony statement at the time called 
“resource re-alignment against priority 
growth areas”. Clearly, working with 
these smaller developers was not one of 
them. Nathan Gary was one of four 
founding members who made the journey 
from Santa Monica to Annapurna's West 
Hollywood offices, alongside Deborah 
Mars, Jeff Legaspi and Hector Sanchez, 
plus Thatgamecompany's Jenova Chen as 
‘spiritual advisor’. Giant Sparrow's lan 
Dallas has publicly acknowledged thot, at 
east for Edith Finch, it was more or less a 
direct transplant. And it's hard to shake the 
feeling that Annapurna is an indication of 
what Sony could have achieved in the 
indie space over the past five years, 
had its attention not wandered. 


Beyond the initial batch of games, 
which seem to have had their roots in this 
migration — the team behind Outer Wilds 
had reportedly turned down an offer from 
Sony many years before being 
approached by Annapurna, while 
Maquette was scouted at GDC 2011 - 
Annapurna has grown its roster by 
keeping a careful eye on the indie scene. 
Everyone we speak to has their own story 
of how they got involved with Annapurna. 
And there are some great stories. 

When an early five-minute prototype 
of A Memoir Blue made the finals of 
IndieCade's 2018 awards іп Santa 
Monica, creative director Shelley Chen 
was asked to fill out a form listing which 
publishers they'd like to meet with. "As a 
one-in-a-million shot, | wrote down 
Annapurna Interactive as my top choice. 
| considered it an honour to even show 
them our work, no matter the outcome," 
she says. After demoing the game and 
failing to get their contact details, she flew 
home to Portland thinking she'd missed 
her chance. When she landed, an email 
was waiting for her. “| cried then and 
there at the airport," Chen remembers. 
"The joy was indescribable." 

For rockstarturned-game-developer 
Johnny Galvatron and the team o p 


Melbourne's Beethoven & Dinosaur, it was 
the failure of The Artful Escape's Kickstarter 
that brought him into Annapurna's orbit. 
They had a few discussions, with 
Galvatron outlining his vision for the 
game, and then: “Out of the blue, Nathan 
rang me and asked if we'd be 
showcasing at PAX Melbourne. | was like, 
‘Yeah! No problems! We've got a table 
there, we're ready to go! See you in three 
months!’ We did not have a table. We 
did not have a demo. We had three 
months.” He called in favours to get a 
table, and worked tirelessly to put together 
a demo, arriving at the event with his 
team, “sleepless shells of humanity”. 
Annapurna turned up at the table on the 
first day of the show, at 10am sharp, and 
played the demo. “Then they took me out 
to lunch. Victory." 

Meanwhile, Storytellers Daniel 
Benmergui was put in touch by a mutual 
friend: Luis Antonio, who was already 
working with Annapurna on Twelve 
Minutes at the time. He tells us about 
turning up to his first meeting with nothing 
prepared. “Мо presentation, no anything," 
he says — just the current build of the 
game. "They said: ‘Yeah, this looks good. 
What are you looking for?’ "ОВ, just give 
me a bunch of money and let me finish.’ 


And they were like, ‘OK, you're іп.” 


“WORKING WITH THEM HAS BEEN 
MAGIC. THEY'LL LEAVE YOU TO TRY AND 
CATCH THAT LIGHTNING IN A BOTTLE" 


Whatever the initial point of 
contact, the thing all these stories have 
in common is a sense that, once the 
conversation began, everything went 
smoothly. And the developers are keen to 
let us know that this has carried over into 
their working relationship with Annapurna. 
Solar Ash creative director Alx Preston 
neatly sums up what we hear from 
everyone else: “Annapurna has been 
great for feedback, but they leave us 
alone if we want to be alone, generally. 
They let studios kind of just do their thing 
and make their decisions - and make 


their mistakes in some cases, too.” 
“Working with Annapurna has been 
magic," Galvatron adds, in typically 
understated fashion. "They'll leave you to 
try and catch that lightning in a bottle, and 
when you do, that's when you start to 


realise the resources at your disposal. 
There's some of the best game designers 
working there, ready to take your call. A 
library of people to check out for writing, 
marketing, production, gameplay. There's 
a series of elite sports cars lined up in 
rows, with the keys in the ignition." 

He's joking, of course, but 
Annapurnas pockets do appear to be 
roomy, at least by the standards of indie 
game development. For many of the 
developers it has partnered with, this is 
their first experience of working with a 
publisher. For Chen, it's meant a huge 
expansion of what began as an artschool 
thesis project. “A Memoir Blue could no 
longer be the super-short experience that 
we had originally planned,” she says. 

This isn't limited to firsHimers. Brendon 
Chung, aka Blendo, has been operating 


as a oneman studio for well over a 
decade now, and has been working on 
Skin Deep since at least 2018, but 
signing with Annapurna has allowed him 
expand operations significantly, hiring a 
musician, writer and two level designers. 
“It's been great for bringing this game to 
the next level of what it could be," he 
says. "Which is a great fit, because this 
game is trying to do a bit more than my 


FAR LEFT When we ask 
Johnny Galvatron what 
connects Annapurna's 
games, he sums it up in 
one word: "Heart." The 
Artful Escape's rockstar 
coming-of-age story 
looks like having 
plenty of that. 

ABOVE Skin Deep 

drops you onto a 
pirate-commandeered 
spaceship, complete 
with functioning 
airlocks, waste disposal 
systems and, of course, 
lots of crawlable vents. 
Exactly what happens 
next is up to you 


previous projects." 

This levelling up has allowed Blendo 
to pack more systems into Skin Deep, 
which are absolutely vital to its concept. 
"We're playing with the idea of what FPS 
games can be, and what they can do," 
Chung explains. "We have the stuff you'd 
expect from an FPS, but also... what if 
your character is smelly? What if they 
sneeze a lot? What if they have all these 
ditferent verbs that you might not really 
expect from an FPS game?" 


It’s less evident in Chung game, 
which wears its slightly scruffy presentation 
with pride, but a common theme in our P 


ABOVE The reveal 
trailer for Outer Wilde 
Echoes Of The Eye 
expansion doesn't give 
much idea of what to 
expect, but it made 
for a great 'one more 
thing' at the showcase. 
RIGHT Stray has you 
exploring the streets 
of a science-fiction 
cityscape from the 
perspective of — what 
else? — a stray cat. 
You're not alone for 
long, partnering up 
with a robotic drone 
known as B12 


conversations with developers is the 
increase in visual polish that has come 
from working with Annapurna. Benmergui 
made the first prototype of Storyteller back 
in 2008, and even won the IGF Nuovo 
award with an early version in 2012. 
There's “а world of difference" between 
those and the game as it is now, he says, 
in complexity and scope. What's 
immediately obvious, though, is the visual 
upgrade - the fairytale presentation of the 
Annapurna version couldn't be much 
further from the blocky, functional character 
art of the Storyteller that won the IGF. 
"When we signed up with them, we 
upped the production values of the game 
a lot,” he says. “Because if we're going to 
ship with Annapurna, we might as well 
have a game that looks up to par." 

Chen alludes to feeling "a great deal 
of pressure" to live up to the rest of the 
Annapurna catalogue, to match their 
"incredibly high level of polish". 

(Watching a trailer of the game, as it 
switches between 3D and 2D in a style 
apparently inspired by Mary Poppins' 
animated segments, we suspect she 
doesn't have much to worry about.) But 
this pressure seems to be entirely self- 
directed: while Annapurna has cultivated 
the game's growth through workshops and 
direct input, "their feedback was not 


“THERE'S AN AUTHORSHIP, 
A SIGNATURE TO A LOT OF 
THE GAMES UNDER THE LABEL" 


overbearing, and they also supported us 
when we had specific reasons to keep 
certain design decisions". 

Something else Annapurna has been 
able to offer to these developers, aside 
from the workshops and sports cars, is the 
kind of Hollywood talent that reminds you 
who its parent company is. Telling Lies set 
the standard in 2018, with the FMV 
presentation putting its four leads (Logan 
Marshall-Green, Alexandra Shipp, Kerry 
Bishé and Angela Sarafyan) front and 
centre. Since then, the names have only 
been getting bigger. Queen latifah 
cameoed in Sayonara Wild Hearts; 
reaHife couple Bryce Dallas Howard and 
Seth Gabel played the romantic leads in 
Maquette; Twelve Minutes is a three- 
hander between James McAvoy, Daisy 
Ridley and Willem Dafoe. 

This doesn't seem to be any kind of 
publisher requirement, however. The Artful 
Escape boasts an allstar cast, including 
Lena Headey, Jason Schwartzman and 
Carl Weathers, but the game wasn't 


originally intended to be voiced. "We'd 


+ 


tried out some scratch dialogue and at 
that time in production we thought it might 
be a bridge too far,” Galvatron says. But 
during a playthrough demo for Annapurna, 
an audio glitch cut the all-important music. 
To fill the silence, Galvatron started doing 
voices for the characters. "I was chewing 
up the scenery. | was a Shakespearean 
actor on Star Trek. Afterwards, Annapurna 
called me and said, ‘We really think the 
game should be voiced’. So it was my 
own fault in the end. I’m so stoked we did 
it. Elevated the game beyond what | 
thought possible.” 


As in movies, there's surely a hope 
that these big names will draw an 
audience who might not have otherwise 
taken a look. As we talk to developers, 
though, it becomes clear that this star 
power also extends to Annapurna itself. 
"One reason why | wanted to work with 
Annapurna is because | do want to reach 
different audiences and reach more 
people," Chung says. It's a similar story for 
Benmergui: "My ambition for Storyteller is 


that it reaches people outside of, you 
know, the usual indie game players or 
usual triple-A gamer profile. l'm trying to 
break out of that and see if, with this 
game, | can reach people that don't 
normally play these games." 

Which brings us back to Esposito, 
whose ambition with Neon White seems 
to have gone in exactly the opposite 
direction. He thinks back to 201 1, when 
he started planning Donut County: "There 
was a big feeling in the indie community 
that a huge amount of people who are 
interested in games are underserved." 
Hence the decision to make a game for 
everyone. But in the intervening decade, 
he says, things have changed. "A lot 
more people play games now. It's a lot 
more accessible." And that, along with his 
own fortunate position, has given him 
licence to make "something that | don't 
think anyone else would moke". 

As we try to make sense of what an 
Annapurna game looks like in 2021, we 
keep being pulled back to this idea. As 
Preston puts it: "There's an authorship, 
there's a signature to a lot of the games 
that are under the label". The house style 
is that there is no house style — because 
how can there be when you're trying to 
let developers make the games that no 
one else would make? 

"We came up during the PlayStation 2, 
Dreamcast and GameCube era, a time 
when games felt like they were constantly 
experimenting with form, mechanics, 
narratives, themes and art styles," Gary 
says. "Over the years, it feels to us like 
much of the industry has discarded 
experimentation in favour of a narrow 
band of concepts that caters to a specific 
type of player." (Whether that can be 
taken as a comment on a certain former 
employer, we'll leave to your interpretation.) 

The point is that Annapurna wants to 
ensure there are more games for what 
Gary calls "an underserved audience". 
It's a phrase that echoes our conversation 
with Esposito, leaving us to wonder 
whether it means something different now 
than it did when the publisher was first 
founded. And whether, perhaps, 
Annapurna might have had a little 
something to do with that shift itself. Ш 


verses mode 


From Wordsworth to 

Grand Theft Auto V: the 
unexpected crossover between 
poetry and videogames 


Bv EDWIN EvaNs-THiRLwELL 


God, what the fuck am I 
doing? / Rock, Star, North / 

It is Saturday. I’m thirty. I’m 
inside when it's sunny playing / 
Rock, Star, North / playing 
Grand Theft Auto V on the 
PlayStation 3 in / Rock, Star, 
North / in my flat in Garnethill 
and my friend just called to 
say / Rock, Star, North / to say 
he's in the park and I should 
come they've got the slackline 
they've got / Rock, Star, 

North / they've got beers and 
Robbie's coming with the 
barbecue and languistine and / 
Rock, Star, North / and it hasn't 
been this hot since last July 
you realise Calum it's been / 
Rock, Star, North / serious the 
park is hoaching get off your 
arse and join us man or / 

Rock, Star, North... 


Extract from Rock, Star, North by Calum Rodger 
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ne summer's day in 2015, Calum Rodger 
alighted at Los Santos International Airport 
and began walking. His objectives: eight 
mountain peaks in the surrounding 
countryside, unmarked on Grand Theft Auto 
V’s minimap but visible in the Lonely Planet- 
style guide included with the game’s retail 
release. As he walked, fending off the 
occasional cougar, Rodger poured his mind 
out on paper. He pondered the names of the 
mountains, distinct among the game’s 
objects in that each is “like a poem ie they 
have no function” He wrote loving asides to 
his character, “gentle-hearted Trevor, whose 
sociopathic / ramblings are as a sweet 
familiar balm / in this feigned and lonely 
wilderness!” He wrote about GTA as a cultural 
enterprise, “a Hobbesian liberty of violence / 
grown іп a chrysalis of ironic self-reference / 
and born in an HD frame" And he described 
himself describing the game: “God, what the 
fuck am I doing? [...] It is Saturday. I’m thirty. 
I’m inside when it’s sunny playing.” 

Thus the curious origins of Rodger’s 
performance poem Rock, Star, North — a 
Romantic travelogue in the tradition of 
Basho, William Wordsworth and Nan 
Shepherd, but transported to the environs of 
Los Santos. It is, as you might have deduced, 
a project with tongue lodged firmly in 
cheek — “a high-concept parody,” as Rodger 
tells us, aimed both at GTA’s “point-scoring, 
objective-based mentality” and the figure of 
the poet grandiosely gleaning holy truths 
from the wilderness. But there’s an 


Poet and visual artist 
James Knight, author 
of Rites & Passages 


earnestness to the poem, too. “That project 
was a way to subvert or undercut those 
aspects [of poetry and games] but ultimately 
to kind of celebrate them,” Rodger says. 
“What I’m aiming for is something which is 
at once sublime and ridiculous, or could 
potentially be either sublime or ridiculous 
with just a slight shift of perspective.” As 
such, Rock, Star, North was also a way of 
playing with Rodger’s own “hard-baked” yet 
wistful atheism, with GTAV serving as both a 
catalyst for inspiration and a means of 
bringing everything back down to earth. It 
allowed him to roleplay as a mystic, wrestling 
with the divine in nature, but “with a kind of 
get-out clause, which is that it’s just a game!” 
Judged in terms of age, audience 
demographics, economic stature and 
supporting technologies, videogames and 
poetry may seem lightyears apart. Certainly, 
you'd never guess they have much in 
common from the average newspaper arts- 
and-culture section. Dig just a little beneath 


“What I’m aiming 
for is / something 
which is at once 
sublime and 


I cradle all our distance in my hands. ridiculous.. d 


the surface, however, and you'll discover a 
universe of brilliant crossovers which, like 
Rock, Star, North, use each medium to 
illuminate the other. There are poetry 
pamphlets modelled on adventure gamebooks 
and TTRPG handbooks, such as James 
Knight's Rites & Passages and Godefroy 
Dronsart's The Manual. There are poems 
based on Dragon Age or Ghost Of Tsushima, 
and vivid smaller texts on Itch.io such as 
Cecile Richard's Novena and VEXTRO's 
My Bones Will Grow A Forest. 


Poetry and videogames have more in 
common than you might at first imagine. 
They are, after all, both artforms which 
centre the act of play, whether it's playing 
upon words or with tools. By extension, they 
are both deeply and visibly defined by rules, 
ways of structuring language, environments, 
objects and creatures, that can be embraced 
or messed with, bent or broken. They're also 
both cultural pariahs, in very different ways. 
“There’s a lot of misconceptions around 
both mediums,” Matt Haigh, co-editor of 
Broken Sleep’s new videogame poetry 
anthology, Hit Points, tells us. “Games are 
obviously painted as violent. Poetry is 
painted as irrelevant or stuffy.” 

Available in Pokémon-style duelling 
editions, each with a different running order 
and version-exclusive pieces from Haigh and 
Broken Sleep founder Aaron Kent, Hit 
Points is an attempt to set the record 
straight. It covers a wide spectrum of themes 
and approaches: from more familiar, ‘lyric’ 
pieces about childhoods spent in front of an 
N64 to ‘visual’ or ‘concrete’ verse that blurs 


CALUM RODGER / POET 


the line between word and image. Some 
poems are key-like in their compactness: 
consider Mark Ward’s curt distillation of 
The Legend Of Zelda: Link’s Awakening — 
“Princeless, a blow-in. / I can be the boy I’ve 
been threatening / to be. No one knowing.” 
Others are more experimental, taking 
compositional cues from the design of the 
games they describe. Maria Picone’s Four 
Lists From King’s Quest V, for example, takes 
the form of an inventory of cultural artefacts 
Calum Rodger and his and abuses — “some items: pimp cloak, / 
Proteus project (below) rotting fish (probably cultural) / heart-shaped 
golden heart, custard pie”. 

As Kent explains, the anthology is tilted 
towards games from the '80s and '905, an аре 
“when the videogame was within the 
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take Jasmine Dreame Wagner’s My Avatar, 
a kind of making-of video in verse, > 


SEA VIEWS 


Calum Rodger's publications include Fiat Ontology, a blend of poetry booklet and Proteus 
Let's Play. It borrows the game's seasonal changes, mapping these to the seven letters of the 
title, which appear at the beginning of or within lines of poetry — the acrostic method. Both 
the seasons and letters correspond to 'levels of being', as the book travels from grab-bags of 
details from screenshots ("distance, grass, sound, sand") to collages of comments from the 
game's Steam forum. Rodger drew upon a wide mixture of poetic and philosophical traditions, 
from Scottish minimalism and object-oriented ontology, but as he notes, "so much of it is just 
the good fortune of words happening to behave in the way that you want them to." 
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Hit Points 


An anthology of video game poetry 


Split-run cover designs for Hit Points, the game 
anthology featuring B4 Neuro by Aaron Kent 


B4 Neuro 


There's no poetry in painting your house, 
but that's OK because someone does it 
while you sleep; while you're fever dream 
deep into a three day coma. The trick 


is to pretend you aren't in servitude to 
a raccoon. Every sunset is pixel-heavy, 
a facsimile of what you've missed since 
the capillaries in your head leaked out. 


You can prophesy the correct fencing 
needed to delineate a pool like you're 
living in some middle-class getaway. 
There are no council estates on the 


island, just a family of mammals 
peering at you in ways that exceed 

the limits of the blindspot. Its à new 
sensation, like acid rain for pheromones, 


like breaking through your synapses 
and overdosing on serotonin in hope 
the seizures lend some credence 

to every seashell scavenged from 


the shore of a beach you miss more 
than you miss the ability to stand. 
You ve given everyone a garden 
and a footpath, you've laid flowers 


from the shop to the sea, you've filled 
your house with furniture you neither 
want nor need and you've forgotten 
how to wash yourself again. 


You're like the bug-collector; no smooth 


muscle, four hundred miles of determination 


bulging against the pain it made for itself 
You've created your own chaos and now 


you have to live in it; capitalist raccoon, 


vision deterioration, flightless airline and all. 


“That kind of 
mundane side of 
videogames / that 
kind of infected 
my territory” 


AARON KENT / POET 


interspersed with empty rectangles that 
could be unloaded screenshots or character 
creation fields for the reader. Spurred on by 
the isolation of lockdown, the collection also 
digs into the “mundanity” and “domesticity” 
of games, as Kent puts it — the way they 
become part of daily life and work, and the 
way we fashion quiet rhythms of our own 
within them. “Everyone who's played GTA, m 
sure, has got to a point where they just think, 
‘Oh, I might just drive around safely and wait 
for the [traffic] lights and see how things go,” 
Kent says. “That kind of mundane side of 
videogames, while still being enjoyable — 
that kind of infected my territory.” 

That everyday quality can be funny, as 
Rodger’s near-Quixotic tour of Grand Theft 
Auto indicates. It can also be a source of 
anguish. Some of the anthology’s most 
powerful work turns videogame quirks and 
constraints into investigations of living with 
trauma. Among Kent’s contributions is a 
poem that uses Animal Crossing to think 
through the experience of recovering from a 
brain haemorrhage: “you’ve filled / your 
house with furniture you neither / want nor 
need and you’ve forgotten / how to wash 
yourself again” Haigh has written a poem for 
the anthology about the passing of his aunt, 
whose Sims he inherited along with her 
computer. His own collection, Death 
Magazine, an acid-pink demolition of 
lifestyle glossies, features a poem that 
compares dementia to the cycling of NPC 
dialogue lines. Both artforms, he says, are 
simply “a way for me to view things that 
everyone goes through in their lives”, which 
makes building barriers between them — as 


poetry critics often do — a little mystifying. 
“Tt’s strange. I don’t know if it’s a high-art- 
low-art thing. But for me, it just feels very 
natural to smash those two together.” 


There’s something else that poems and 
games share: a strong association with 
difficulty and inaccessibility. Whether it’s 
right or not, appreciating games and poems is 
widely felt to hinge on mastery of obscure 
tools and conventions: arcane button combos 
and knowledge of genre-standard mechanics 
on one hand, the intricacies of metre and 
rhyme on the other. This is a perception 
writer and designer Allison Arth tries to 
address in her Western Cantos poetry games, 
which you can find on Itch.io. The first of 
these, Gentleman Bandit, casts you as a 
dashing highway robber writing 13-line 
poems for those cut down by your pistol. 
Lines are written by drawing from a deck of 
playing cards to determine a motif and 
subject matter. The eight of diamonds, for 
example, gives you “Freedom” and the 
question “Where are you going?” If you want 
more complexity, you can also roll dice to 
select words from a vocab list, attempt to 
apply a rhyme scheme or score the resulting 
poem like a poker hand. 


Poet and editor 
Matthew Haigh 


е 


Writer and designer 
Alison Arth, creator of 
Gentleman Bandit (right) 
and Moonblind (below) 


MOONBLINOD 


A ROLEPLAYING GAME РОВ A DOD 
EXPLORING CHANCE. TRUST, AND SHARED HISTORIES 
sir ov He Амьысам Oro West 


Parr Two oe THe Wesries Carros 


VERSES MODE 


ou're а highwayman of the old 
guard, possessed of a fine suit and 
finer elocution, such that when 

you speak, you command; and when 
you command, people divest themselves 
of their valuables: the strongboxes, the 
sparkling baubles, the bricks of gold and 
other earthly goods too sublime for their 
irrepressible mediocrity. 


And in those uncommon instances 
when your commands fall flat, you avail 
yourself of more overt means of coercion, 


your Remington single action, known 


to you and only you as Blue Bonnet, 
Harbinger of Poor Health. You call her 
this in privitas, your own personal joke. 
Blue Bonnet, Muse and Unmaker. Blue 
Bonnet, A Final Call to Arms. 

When you discharge her in service to 
your cause, when you lead with hot 

lead into an unwilling breast, you wax 
eloquent, composing 13 lines of glorious 
verse which you leave at the scene, a last 


stand for art and beauty, your lasting 
Words to prove them wrong. 


It’s a melancholy exercise, influenced by 
the desolate anti-Westerns of Cormac 
McCarthy. But it’s also an attempt to make 
the writing of poetry less fearsome and more, 
well, playful. “In its myriad forms, poetry can 
be intimidating!” Arth says. “Reading it, 
writing it, talking about it. So I wanted to 
give people a set of tools to write and share 
poetry without the baggage of a blank page or 
having to boast the badge of a ‘poet’ Layering 
roleplaying game mechanics over the process 
of writing a poem felt perfect — it offered a 
character-driven entry point for folks who 
might be trepidatious about writing a poem 
in general, and gave them guidelines and 
guardrails to help them through the process.” 
Later Western Cantos games expand upon on 
these collaborative mechanics — most 
fancifully of all, Moonblind takes the form of 
a dreamy conversation between a rider and 
their steed. *Gameplay and, by extension, 
writing the poems becomes less directed, 
opening more space for player interpretation 
and wing-stretching, so to speak" 

Inaccessibility isn't just a question of 
tools or skill, of course. The videogame 
industry and poetry publishing share a 
chronic lack of diversity — anybody not 
white, male, straight, able-bodied and » 
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middle-class may struggle to feel at home. 

“T grew up in a very small village on the 
outskirts of Dublin,” writer and narrative 
designer Charlene Putney tells us. “And 
there was always [this sense that] poetry, 
theatre, opera, ballet — these things don’t 
belong to people like us.” It wasn’t till her late 
20s that Putney — whose credits include 
Divinity: Original Sin 2 and Baldur’s Gate 3 — 
became interested in writing poetry herself, 
after rediscovering literature through the lens 
of Dublin’s experimental fiction scene. 
“That’s when I really got excited and started 
to feel like this is a place for me, because it 
had no pretension, and no big academic 
language. It was like: you can do whatever 
you want. You can put a word here, you can 
put a word there, you can do stuff that 
doesn’t have a word for it, you can structure 
things in any way you like” 

Putney’s poetic projects — many created 
with her partner, Broken Rules co-founder 
Martin Pichlmair — run the gamut from text 
generators such as Twitter bot @haikookies 
to fragmentary self-reflections that shaped 
her contributions to Larian’s RPGs. In a 
graveyard near Divinity: Original Sin 2’s 
town of Driftwood you’ll meet an eagle, 
Featherfall, that is devouring the corpse of 
its previous master. The creature’s dialogue 
draws on lines Putney wrote while 
undergoing treatment for a serious kidney 
infection. “[I was] writing all these really 
visceral, grotesque thoughts about the 
decaying body and entropy, and taking the 
pieces that were palatable to share with 
another human being, and making that into 
this absolutely crazy eagle, eating his dead 
master in a graveyard.” 

A little less traumatically, Putney once 
had to compose about 80 poems in just two 
weeks as rewards for DOS2’s Kickstarter 
backers, each with a different theme. “I 
basically made a structure, and then wrote 
that poem over and over again. [There were 
some] insane themes, just the most ludicrous 
thing you can imagine anyone typing. Like, 
The Last Level Of This Game, and it’s some 
really obscure RPG from the '80s. Or A Poem 
For My Cat, Who Has Been With Me 


Charlene Putney and 
artwork from narrative 
word puzzle game Vitriol 


Through Thick And Thin, or The Advantage 
Of Boobs Over Booty, or Taking The Red Pill" 


If poetry and games can seem forbidding 
to anybody not steeped in their nuances, 
Putney suggests that what defines them both 
is an ethos of participation, of sharing and 
co-creating a space with the author — even 
when working with ‘static’ text. “There’s 
something about getting into the language, 
getting into the structure, entering into the 
world of the poem... That’s one of the things 
where games and poems have crossover — 
you're an accomplice or collaborator.” She's 
investigating this idea in her forthcoming 
game with Pichlmair, Vitriol, a work of digital 
alchemy reminiscent of Thomas Ligotti’s 
horror stories, in which you rearrange word 
mosaics to dig deeper into a “bureaucratic 
nightmare" “It’s like a narrative poem,’ she 
explains, “but put into a structure that the 
player has to puzzle over and piece together.” 
Putney’s sense of poems and games as 
things to “get into” and share resonates 
with the work of Oma Keeling, founder of 
Afterglow Games, who summarises their 


approach as “basically just to create a place 
and put things in it for someone to come 
across”. Ranging from Bitsy poems to Unity- 
based “ambient experiences”, Keeling’s games 
are pained and impassioned, but also witty 
and adventurous. On the one hand there’s 
State: Burial, a series of reflections on the 
death of the Duke Of Edinburgh and Britain’s 
imperial legacy, read by dragging a cursor 
down pixel photographs of a graveyard. On 
the other, Manimal Mossing: Moss Edition, 
a Bitsy game about, yes, gathering moss. 
Keeling doesn’t draw hard lines around 
poetry or games. “I don’t really work with a 
definition of poetry,” they say. “It’s kind of 
like the old saying about pornography — you 
know it when you see it.” But they do regard 
poetry as “intrinsically tied to counterculture 
and anti-authoritarianism” If thinking of 
poems as games makes the world of poetry 
more welcoming, as Arth suggests, then 
thinking of games as poems is an opportunity 
to challenge certain top-down definitions of 
‘the videogame’ — in particular, the 
expectation of a reactionary hero narrative 
mobilised by conquest, with anything not 
meeting that description dismissed as 
pretentious or ‘casual’ or just plain ‘weird’ 
Poetry, Keeling suggests, is more able to 
shuck off such domineering expectations 


CRITICAL CULTURE 


Oma Keeling, founder of 
Afterglow Games, whose 
works include The 
Alabaster Donut Farm (top) 
and State: Burial (above) 


Oma Keeling suggests that the reductive and rigid way videogames are sometimes 
described by connoisseurs has roots in ideas about film criticism before home-format 
viewing became widespread. Film critics had to be more authoritative in their verdicts, 
"because if you didn't get to see it in the cinema, it was gone.” It's an intriguing point, 
as is Keeling's comment that the links between videogames and poetry pre-date the links 
between videogames and film, which is typically regarded as its closest relative. One of 
the oldest interactive digital works, they point out, was Christopher Strachey's satirical 
love poem algorithm for the Manchester Mark 1 computer, written in 1952. 


“It’s like the old 
saying about 
pornography / 
you know it 
when you see it" 


OMA KEELING / POET 


because poetic language embraces 
ambiguity, freedom of reference and creative 
mishandling of conventions. As Keeling puts 
it, poetry is “language as a form of resistance 
[...] because it's using language to express 
something that natural forms of 
conversation, sentence structures, make it 
hard to say" Rather than adhering rigidly to 
labels, it's a way of making connections, *of 
playing with things that rhyme, not 
necessarily in the linguistic sense — just 
things that fit artistically" 

Keeling's most ambitious and eerie work 
is Alabaster Donut Farm, a short 3D game in 
which you rove a rusting facility, thousands 
of years from now, reading back what appear 
to be the final thoughts of a long-vanished 
supervisor AI: "I AM MADE INTO А 
LIQUID / AND THINKING DISTANCES 
ITSELF / AT THE EDGE OF THE TRAIL”. 
The project recalls Calum Rodger's tour of 
GTAV's mountains. With its strange, cosmic 
stacks of inedible baked goods, it too seems 
preoccupied by what it means for a virtual 
object to lack a function. But where Rock, 
Star, North rediscovers British Romanticism 
and Edo- period haiku through the eyes of 
*gentle-hearted Trevor”, Keeling's game 
augurs a world in which videogame entities 
themselves leave poems about divinity, loss 
and desire. It's a powerful portrait of two 
artforms meeting in the wasteland — each 
with its cultural baggage, each in a position 
to learn from the other, their future together 
a thrilling mystery. “I think what keeps me 
going back to games and poetry is that there's 
still so many different things I want to do, but 
I don't know how,” Haigh says. “And trying to 
find out is a constant draw for me^" BM 
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CREAKS 


How a Czech artschool project 
became an eightyear labour of love 


By EWAN WILSON 


Format iOS, PC, PS4, Switch, Xbox One 
Developer/publisher Amanita Design 
Origin Czech Republic 
Release 2020 


ne thing you're pretty much 
guaranteed when playing a game 
from Amanita Design is an 
abundance of artistry. The Czech 
studio has spent the past 18 years straddling the 
divide between videogame design and traditional 
art techniques. And Creaks is no exception. It's a 
puzzle-platformer about things that go bump in 
the night — or simply when the lights flicker off 
and on. However, what really stands out is the 
way its ornate world is brought to life with a 


combination of oil painting and puppetry. 

That's no surprise, perhaps, given how the 
project began. “The concept and basic design 
came from my diploma work at the Academy 
Of Arts, Architecture And Design in Prague,” 
ead designer and artist Radim Jurda tells us. 
"А lot of Amanita’s games originate from this 
same animation studio." Samorost, the studio's 
irst release, was the diploma project of founder 
Jakub Dvorsky, while Botanicula was created by 


ellow alumnus Jaromir Plachy. 

There aren't many art schools in the Czech 
Republic, Creaks co-creator Jan Chlup explains, 
meaning that many projects are naturally 
interconnected thanks to students working with 
each other, as well as creators sharing a lot of 
interests and inspiration. The history of Czech 
animation and renowned animators such as Jirí 
Barta and Jan Svankmajer loom large over 
almost all of Amanita Designs projects. 
Amanita's input would come later, though. 

"With Creaks, | started with the theme,” Jurda 
explains. “| was interested in the visualisation of 
our imagination, and fascinated with this idea of 


interpreting visual things in the wrong way. There 
could be a silhouette in a dark room thot looks 
ike a monster, but when you tum the light on, 
you realise it's just a harmless piece of furniture - 
just a coat stand with some clothes on it. This 
idea seemed visually potent, and also had greot 


potential in terms of game mechanics." 

For much of Creaks’ development time, the 
game went by a very different name: Blik. The 
Czech word for 'blink', it refers to the role light 
plays in ће game, where ambiguous furniture- 
shaped enemies can move in the dark, 
becoming stationary under the harsh truth of a 
beam of light. When the world blinks, the toothy 


furniture hiding in the shadows becomes 


temporarily animated. Jurda is quick to point out 
that the working name had to be Blik specifically, 
rather than its English counterpart, because of the 
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Creaks involves a vertical journey, taking you from the 
rickety mansion's attic all the way down to the basement, 
moving carefully between patches of light all the way 
latter's proximity to ‘blinkat’, which in Czech 
means ‘to vomit’. 

^We considered hundreds of names,” Jurda 
says. “Pareidolia was one of them. This refers to 
the tendency to see living things in unliving 
objects or patterns. This was essentially the 
principle we used with our monsters. But we also 
had a huge document of hundreds of name 


"WE HAD SOME 
REALLY STRANGE 
IDEAS FOR NAMES, 
LIKE HASSLE IN THE 
KARL THE CRUEL 
KIWI CASTLE" 


ideas, some really strange ones like Wild Wild 
Nest and Hassle In The Karl The Cruel Kiwi 
Castle. In the end, we liked Creaks the best. 
When I hear that word, | imagine myself in a 
dark corridor, listening to strange noises, my 


imagination running riot." 

Shortly after he came up with the initial 
concept, Jurda was joined by Chlup, a friend 
and visual artist. Together they created the first 
prototype. "We created this huge, detailed 
storyboard, which was a great tool in terms 
of guiding us, and | have to say we managed 
to stick to it pretty closely," Jurda says. A not 
inconsiderable feat, given that Creaks was in 
development for eight long years. 

Jurda remembers the first half as the most 
difficult period. "We were going slower than 
expected, and | was honestly a bit worried if 
we'd even make it." Chlup agrees: "There 


were definitely some difficult moments when it 


seemed as though the end was nowhere to be 
seen. You saw what you'd done, compared it 
with the storyboard, and got the feeling that it 
was impossible. It was only as we got a lot 
closer to the end that we started to see the light 
at the end of the tunnel." Jurda says the game's 


announcement, in 2018, was a big relief. "Even 
though the hardest part was actually still ahead 
of us, | was suddenly a lot calmer." 

Over such a long development period, it's 
only natural that things would change. "The 
original concept was more of a puzzle-platformer 
but, as we explored, it turned more in the 
direction of a logical puzzle game," Jurda says. 
And even with that lengthy development time, 
Chlup says, ^we simply didn't have time to 
realise all of our ideas." One of the things left on 


the cuttingroom floor — perhaps fortunately, if 
you're of a nervous disposition — was "a suicidal 
moth monster that flew into the light and then 
automatically turned into a footstool." 

Jurda also had hopes for a cubism-inspired 
world, and a '9Osstyle poinrand-click minigame. 
"We even had a prototype for this one, but we 
just couldn't fit it in. We had to stop production 
so | could concentrate fully on the backgrounds 
for the levels! At one point there was even the 
possibility that we might lose the entire basement 
area of the game. But we didn't want to let it 


go - it was part of that original script, and so | 
think the experience would have felt incomplete." 


In the early days, working on Creaks as his 
diploma project, Jurda was keen for Dvorsky = 
who had made Samorost in similar circumstances 
before founding Amanita - to give official 
feedback on his thesis. "He refused because he 
didn't have the time, but we went for a beer 
several times to discuss the game, and he ended 
up liking the project so much he decided to take 
us under his wing. Jakub really helped us build 
the team up, and supported us so we could work 
on Creaks full time." After they joined Amanita, 
Dvorsky helped Jurda and Chlup pin down a 
more precise art direction for the game and 
connected other team members, including Creaks' 
tech designer Jan Jirsa and animator Pavel Pachta, 
who had worked extensively with puppets. 
Despite being in a different genre from most 
of Amanita's other titles, which tend to be more 
traditional adventure games, there was still a 


feeling of some shared essence. "A lot of things 
you find in Amanita games still exist in > 
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Creaks — it's hand drawn, the story is told 
wordlessly, and there’s a strong emphasis on the 
music and sound,” Chlup says. “For every 
Amanita game there's a very talented and distinct 
musician that gets selected - Hidden Orchestra, in 
the case of Creaks — and they always work very 
tightly with the rest of the team." 

The pair have nothing but praise for Amanita's 
way of working. It's a small studio where artists 
work in parallel to each other, and are given 
freedom and independence as well as mutual 
support. Once a year, they all gather in a cottage 
in the mountains to play and discuss their projects. 
Jurda credits much of Creaks' "essence" to the 
advice of Dvorský. “I remember him telling us that 
it would be easier to tell a story without the use of 
words because then there'd be no need to 
translate the game into different languages. It 
would be universally understandable. It also offers 
more space for interpretation. We are mostly 
trained as artists, and so often we express 
ourselves better through image and sound." 

There's no better example of this than in 
Creaks' collectibles. Nestled away in the dusty, 
cobwebbed corners of each level, you'll find 
incredibly intricate wind-up oil paintings, 
occasionally with an entire clockwork minigame 
attached. They help to vary the game's pace and 
push the player to explore every little nook and 
cranny of Creaks' vast mansion. "There was a 
painting hanging on the wall in one of the first 
prototypes, and someone pointed out that this 
could be used to teach players about the previous 
inhabitants of the mansion," Chlup explains. “At 
this time the game concept and storyboard 
weren't final, so | was trying to add ideas by 
painting sketches. Some of these were done in oil 
- baroquelike portraits of ancestors that lived in 
the mansion. At that stage there was no other 
work for me to do, so | got right to it!” 

He didn't land on the wind-up nature of the 
paintings immediately, though. "At first we just had 
static images, but it didn't feel interactive enough 
or a game. We looked at various ways to 
implement some more interactivity, and finally 
decided on adding strings to turn the paintings 
into small music boxes. A little later, after another 
batch of finished paintings, we felt that they might 
be a bit repetitive." Dvorsky suggested adding 
some kind of lever or button to trigger a visual 
change in the image. "We tried to implement this 
into the existing paintings, but quickly realised that 
the best way would be to create brand-new 
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Q&A | 


Radim Jurda 


Coccreator, designer, artist 


Creaks' art direction 
really resonated I 
with players. Did you H 
have any particular 

inspirations for the visual style? 
There aren't that many huge, specific inspirations. 
| always try to avoid being influenced too much 
by the work of others. | mostly try to take ideas 
from my free sketchbook drawings. Of course, 
many influences from things | like naturally 
appear in my work. There are Czech animations 
by Jiri Barta and Jan Svankmajer that | 
encountered during my studies, illustrations by 
Edward Gorey, and films by Tim Burton. We 
also inspire each other at our studio, and the 
influence of Adolf Lachman's Machinarium 
drawings was a particularly strong inspiration. 


a 


How did you feel about the way Creaks was 
received by players and the press? 

I'm happy with it. Critic reviews were great and 
many people were really enthusiastic about the 
game. In the beginning, some players were 
expecting a different style of gameplay and were 
left a little disappointed, but after some time 
expectations faded and user reviews got better. 
Creaks didn't become this huge global hit, and 
| would be lying if | said | wouldn't have liked 
that! But | think somehow its position — that it's 

a bit of a hidden gem and you'll find great 
richness if you decide to explore it — suits the 
whole story of the game well. 


With Creaks completed and the game's art 
book wrapped up, what's next? 

After the long development of Creaks, | want to 
do some smaller projects for a change. I'm a big 
fan of boardgames, so I’m working on a small 
one at the moment. l'm also planning to help 
with a few puzzles on a project for one of our 
fellow Amanita teams. And, of course, slowly 
gathering ideas and energy for something bigger. 


ones," Chlup says. "Starting from scratch allowed 
us to add in the interactivity — it's just a pity we 
didn't notice this right away." At the end of 
development, Chlup returned to his earlier music- 
box efforts and, using the experience he'd gained 
working on the minigames, incorporated new 
moving elements to bring them closer in line with 
the more elaborate paintings. 


For all that Creaks evolved over the course of 
development, it's still very much rooted in its art- 
school origins, just like those other Amanita 
projects which blossomed at Prague's Academy 


Of Arts, Architecture and Design. And, as with 
those games, the fact it has been made by artists 
whose backgrounds lie outside of games shines 
through in the fresh ideas and creativity on show. 

Chlup and Jurda both see their art background 
as a benefit. "We often like to say that we want 
to see our favourite art techniques and 
approaches brought to life," Chlup says. "Making 
games is a lot like this." Before working on 
Creaks, he says, they'd never had any experience 
of using a graphics tablet. "But it brings a lot of 
advantages to the process. Everything is quicker, 
and when you find out that you need to change 
something, it's almost painless when compared to 
doing it the old, analogue way. On the other 
hand, there's something powerful about making a 
mistake in a drawing when you're unable to 
simply take it back." 

It also works the other way, he says, as games 
are able to help broaden an artist's abilities and 
vision. "As artists, you tend to explore and 
develop in various ways. Working on a game 
widens your field of possible approaches 
compared to more traditional media, and as 
games have programmable content and are 
based on player inputs, it brings forward a lot of 
new visual opportunities for an artist. Working on 
Creaks was a very different experience to whot 
I'm used to. It reminded me of how nice it was to 
produce art when | was younger and approached 
everything more lightly and freely. Coming up with 
all the ideas for paintings and backgrounds was 
very satisfying, and so much fun." 

"Yes, | think it's really important to have 
interests outside the field you're working in so you 
can bring something new to it," Jurda adds. "I 
was interested in games during high school, and 
was constantly trying to make them during school 
projects and assignments. It was a bit frustrating 
that my teachers only really cared about the 
visuals! Luckily that changed at university, and | 
got great support there. Looking back, I'm happy 
| spent those years working on stuff not directly 
connected with games. It gave me something 
unusual that | can now bring to them." 

Playing Creaks, as it exists after all those years 
of development, it's difficult to argue otherwise. 
The games rickety mansion teems with magic and 
mystery, from the sprawling hand-drawn 
environments fo the strange wind-up minigames 
and the way everything moves with an eerie 
puppeHike judder. The game is anything but 
conventional, and it's all the better for it. P 
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@ Early concept art and exploration 
of the game's main theme show how 
light sources were at the heart of 
Creaks right from the beginning. 

@ An original storyboard sequence, 
which the final game follows closely. 
© The Underground House wind-up/ 
clockwork minigame, in oil paint. 

© More painting in oils, showing 
the fishing minigame made using 
animation achieved with cutouts. 

©) Character sketches of the friendly 
Researcher and frantic Janitor. The 
Janitor was an early concept, before 
the team decided the game would 
feature solely avian characters. 

© Many of the finished oil 

paintings reference 17th and 18th 
century painters, such as Thomas 
Gainsborough and Diego Velazquez 
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STUDIO PROFILE 
CHARLES 
GAMES 
The small Czech developer 
making videogame history 
By ADAM ZAMECNIK 
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istory is at the centre of everything 
Charles Games does. Its work has 
received acclaim for applying a 
historian's eye to the Second World 
War, an era picked over by many games. But 
Charles Games prefers to avoid big action 
sequences in favour of recounting the firsthand 
accounts of ordinary people who experienced the 
horrors of Nazi occupation. Following the release 
of its debut, Attentat 1942, the studio also played 
a part in a momentous change in German law, 
one that saw Attentat become one of the very first 
games tackling such topics that was allowed to be 
released in the region without major changes. 

Stepping back to the studio's origins, though, 
the focus on history comes as no surprise. Initially 
formed as an educational venture between 
Charles University in Prague and historians from 
the Czech Academy Of Sciences with the aim of 
teaching history in Czech schools, it struck out on 
its own in 2020. "This will be the second year for 
Charles Games as an official game studio, but 
that doesn't mean we haven't worked together for 
a longer time," project lead Lukáš Kolek explains. 

In fact, the studio's founding came almost three 
years after the release of Attentat 1942. 

Originally developed as part of a university 
project, that game built on the foundations of an 
earlier project, 20155 Czechoslovakia 38-89: 
Assassination. That was designed as an 
educational simulation for high school students, but 
Kolek and his colleagues wanted to make 
something that could be played by the public. 

The subject matter of both games, though, was 
the same: the Nazi occupation of what is now the 
Czech Republic, specifically the events surrounding 
the assassination of Reinhard Heydrich, a high- 
ranking SS official and Reich-Protector of the 
occupied territory. Combining black-and-white 
comicbook art with FMV sequences, the adventure 
game told a much more human narrative than 
we're used to seeing in most games set around 
the Second World War. Instead of focusing on the 
soldiers who ambushed Heydrich, which might 
have been the most obvious route, Attentat 1 942 
is rooted in the story of a grandchild in the early 
2000s, slowly uncovering their grandparents' 
experience of the occupation years. 

In order to tell this story, accuracy was vital. 
Collecting firsthand accounts, diary entries and 
interviews, the development team worked with 
academics іо capture the spirit of the time. "From 
the start, there were six historians within the team,” 
lead designer Vít Sisler explains. "Two from 
Charles University and four from the Institute Of 


Adriana Vančová 


Started as an academic project at Prague's Charles 
University, Charles Games has become a full-fledged studio 


Contemporary History of the Czech Academy Of 
Sciences." While the academics initially offered 
historical counsel and background information to 
the game's designers and scriptwriters, they 
quickly became much closer to the rest of the 
team. "We invited the academics to serve as the 
game designers themselves, writing the dialogue 
which we would later tailor to the game." 

This approach meant Charles Games could 
tap into some of the fascinating oral histories and 
personal stories of those who experienced the 
occupation firsthand. “Тһе reality is often much 


ATTENTAT 
OF HONOURS, 


more interesting and much more unpredictable 
than what we would think of,” Sisler says. While 
the game characters are fictitious, their stories are 
made from multiple oral testimonies given to the 
historians, an approach Charles Games also used 


while preparing Айепѓаѓѕ sequel, Svoboda 1945: 


Liberation. Some of these testimonies are partly 
inspired by the academics’ own family histories, 
including the case of one grandfather who 
boarded a gunboat led by resistance fighters set 
on liberating the city of Ústí nad Labem. 


The team's efforts paid off. Attentat 1942 
landed a succession of honours, starting with the 
top prize at 20175 Czech Game Of The Year 
awards, right through to this year's Apple Design 
Awards, in which Attentat was a finalist. The path 
from release hasn't been entirely smooth, though, 
as the game found itself at the centre of a difficult 
debate in Germany. 
Because it is recounting real events from the 
Second World War, Attentat features lots of Nazi 
imagery. Such symbols remain outlawed within 
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Vit Sisler (lead designer], 
Lukáš Kolek (project lead), Eva Месаѕоуа 
(graphic designer and art director) 
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The legend Of The 
Spirit Bird, Train To Sachsenhausen 


Section 86a of the German Criminal Code, with 
an exception for their "socially adequate" use in 
arts and education. Yet until August 2018, this 
clause did not include videogames, effectively 
requiring the replacement of such imagery with 
alternate symbols — one notable example being 
Wolfenstein Il: The New Colossus, where 
swastikas are replaced by inverted triangles, and 
Adolf Hitler with the moustacheless Mr Heiler. 
Given Attentaf's historical setting and use of 
archive footage, replacing these symbols was 
impossible. Despite the game being released 
worldwide in October 2017, when it featured at 
Berlins A MAZE games festival the following April 
(where it was judged ‘Most Amazing Game’), the 


1942 LANDED A SUCCESSION 
STARTING WITH THE 
CZECH GAME OF THE YEAR 


IN 2017 


developers were unable to show it to attendees. 
"At the festival, we couldn't actually present the 
game," Kolek says. "We had an empty booth 
there with a sign saying that the game can't be 
published or shown [to the public] in Germany." 
While the jury was allowed to play the game, 
they had a limited two-hour window prior to the 
festival's opening to see the game in action. 

This finally changed in August 2018, when 
Germany's USK ratings board announced it would 
start considering games on a case-by-case basis. 
"We were one of the first games to be released in 
Germany with such a topic after this rule change," 
Kolek says. Other games that have benefited from 
this decision include the strategy game Through The 
Darkest Of Times, which puts the player in charge 
of a resistance group in 1933 Berlin, and My 
Child Lebensborn, in which you take care of the 
adopted child of a Nazi soldier in 1950s Norway. 

Even in light of this change, the process of 
publishing a game on the topic is complicated, 
with Charles Games having to apply for 
exemptions on mobile platforms. "You can plan 
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а release date,” Kolek says, “but if the game 
build or the game itself gets the green light 
remains quite unpredictable.” 

In spite of these challenges, Charles Games 
didn't shy away from exploring this era with its 
next release, Svoboda 194.5: liberation. Set in 
the former Sudetenland, a Czech border region 
with a historically large German populotion, the 
game sees a character in the early 2000s 
unravelling the historical traumas of a small 
village. Telling the story of the end of the Second 
World War, as well as the subsequent expulsion 
of ethnic Germans from the region and the rise of 
Communism in what was then Czechoslovakia, 
Svoboda 1945: Liberation depicts yet another 
crucial period of the country's history. 

As that description suggests, it's a sequel of 
sorts to Attentat. "As part of the original project, we 
have set out three games, and Svoboda 1945: 
liberation is the second,” Sisler says. But in terms of 
presentation, he adds, it is “completely different’. 
While the activity in, and structure of, Svoboda is 
similar to that of Attentat, Charles Games has 
become much more confident in its approach. 

"In some ways, Svoboda 1945: Liberation is 
much more professional, especially in terms of us 
knowing what we are doing, and what works 
and what doesn't," Sisler says. The game gives 
more control to players, with more choices and 
more opportunities to guide the narrative. Unlike 
its predecessor, Svoboda also boasts a cast of 
professional actors, something intended to serve 
the more "dramatic" story. 

Depite these new ambitions, Charles Games 
has continued its work with academics, again 
using firsthand accounts and oral histories to 
build its story. Svoboda explores the individual 
experience of different people within the village 
through what Sisler calls “playable memories", 
reflecting the complexity of the historical period 
at hand. Once again, much of the game has 
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been partially written by the historians themselves, 
or at least with their advice in mind. 

While Charles Games may now be a fully 
fledged studio іп its own right, its work nonetheless 
remains tied to academia and Charles University. 
It was cofounded by the university's Innovation 
Prague subsidiary, and some of its key staff also 
work as academics. Sisler, for example, serves as 
an assistant professor of new media studies at the 
university, dedicating "a great deal" of his 
academic research to the topic of videogames. 


While finishing Svoboda has been 
Charles Games’ recent focus, the studio already 
has its sights on several other projects — including 


As well as recently releasing Svoboda 1945, Charles Games is focusing on broadening the 
range of games it produces, preparing further historical titles and fairytale adventures. 
The studio is also making its first entry into publishing, with co-op shooter Silicomrades 


top-down co-op shooter in which robots team up 
lo take down an evil bureaucratic regime, 
developed by a team of students from Charles 
University's Faculty Of Mathematics And Physics. 
Not that the studio has any intention of 
putting serious or historical subjects aside for 
good, though. Charles Games has worked with 
the Czech nonprofit People In Need on a short 
educational game, Digistories: Nela, a teaching 
tool for Czech schools dedicated to issues around 
cyberbullying. It is also collaborating with the 
museum at Sachsenhausen, a former concentration 
camp outside Berlin. The result is Train To 
Sachsenhausen, a ten-minute mobile game telling 
the story of some of the Czech university students 


“THERE ARE $O MANY STRONG STORIES 
IN OUR HISTORY, AND GAMES ARE A 


GREAT MEDIUM 


one that could not be much further from the 
historical realism of its releases to date. The 
legend Of The Spirit Bird is a hand-drawn point 
and-click adventure with a fairytale setting. 

"| first thought of this game almost 1 1 years 
ago, with the birth of my son,” graphic designer 
and art director Eva Necasová says. “It's inspired 
by the work of Robert Holdstock, who wrote 
several books set in a forest inhabited by 
Mythagos, creatures born out of mankind's 
collective subconsciousness." Substituting real 
world history for a magical world of ancient 
woodlands, the game follows protagonist Mr Tree 
Branch on his quest to save the forest. The legend 
Of The Spirit could help Charles Games diversify 
from what Necasová describes as "serious 
games". The same could be said of its first foray 
into publishing, with Silicomrades, a quirky 2D 


IN WHICH TO TELL THEM" 


who were sent to the camp during the Second 
World War, with "swiping gameplay" similar to 
that seen in Nerial’s Reigns. 

And then there's the matter of closing off the 
series that has defined the studio to date, which is 
planned to be a trilogy. While much depends on 
Svoboda 1945: Liberation's fortunes, the studio 
already has plans for a third instalment in the 
series, shining a spotlight on another aspect of 
Czech history. Known by the working title o 
Exil 1968, the sequel is set to focus on the events 
surrounding the Prague Spring and the Warsaw 
Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968. 
"For me, finishing this trilogy is one of the key 
reasons why we have decided to create Charles 
Games," Sisler says. "There are so many strong 
stories in our history, and games are a greot 
medium in which to tell them." 


You mentioned you had faught at Dukla 


during the war? 


Released in August, 
Svoboda 1945 looks at a 
pivotal point in Czech history. 

The Legend Of The Spirit 
Bird marks a big change of 
subject matter for the studio. 

Digistories: Nela serves as 
an educational tool exploring 
issues around cyberbullying. 

Attentat 1942 has attracted 
wide acclaim for its accuracy 


STILL 
PLAYING 


Fracked PSVR 

The blend of shooting, skiing and 

climbing, all in service of a B-movie 
narrative, made it look as though Fracked 
could be VR's answer to Uncharted. Imagine 
the disappointment, then, as we put on the 
headset and are struck with motion sickness 
so severe we can’t even make it through the 
game’s three-hour duration. Still, 

the response from those with stronger 
stomachs has been positive, so maybe 
don't let us put you off taking to the slopes. 


Necrobarista Switch 

A welcome Final Pour for one of our 
favourite visual novels of recent times. This 
enhanced Switch edition gives us the perfect 
excuse for a return visit to the Terminal and 
spend more time with Maddy, Ashley, 
Kishan and the gang. And while it’s the 
supporting cast who are fleshed out in the 
two extra episodes, the comprehensive 
Studio Mode - which lets you create your 
own scenes using existing assets - means 
you can keep the java flowing. 


The Ramp PC 

This minimalistic skateboarding game from 
Grizzly Games’ (Islanders) Paul Schnepf is 
wonderfully relaxing. With no scoring, it’s 
simply about practising tricks as you roll 
around a halfpipe, a swimming pool and a 
dinky skate park before leaping off the 
titular ramp. Controls are straightforward - 
left analogue for spins, right for tricks, 
shoulders for grinds - but staying upright is 
trickier than it looks. No matter: even after a 
spectacular bail, you're back on the board 
within moments, ready to go again. 


Explore the iPad 
edition of Edge for 
extra Play content 
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106 Naraka: Bladepoint 


PC 
110 Humankind 
PC 
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PC, Xbox One, Xbox Series 
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PC, PS5, Xbox Series 
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PC, PS4, PS5, Switch 


121 The Forgotten City 
PC 


123 Toodee And Topdee 
PC 


Just a thought is all I’ve got 


A notion has been buzzing around our minds for a while now. It seemed 
foolish at first, enough for us to dismiss it. But after this issue’s Play selection, 
that buzz has grown louder, and we can ignore it no longer. So here goes: 
is the time-loop game simply a new variant on the Metroid-like? 

Bear with us while we explain. Or, rather, ask another question: what is the 
main defining trait of this genre? In the likes of Recompile (p118) and Axiom 
Verge 2 (6120), you focus on gaining powers to expand your ability to navigate 
a world, and in turn to deal with the various challenges found within it. In each 
case the environment is subtly gated: you will encounter obstacles that you cannot 
pass until you return with a new ability. 

In timeloop games, you only really gain one ability, but it's a particularly 
powerful one: knowledge. s the insights you gained from the previous 
go-around, and the one before, and the one before that, 
that allow you to make progress. In Metroidlike games, 
your reward is more space to play around in; in Twelve 
Minutes’ (p1 14) threeroom apartment, it's time. And in The 
Forgotten City (р121), it's a bit of both, as you steadily 
grow familiar with the rhythms of this ancient Roman 
settlement and its populace in order to unlock its secrets and 
avoid an early demise. 

There's no threat of death when making a sequel (well, 
not including the ones from idiotic so-called ‘tans’) but the 
process must be similar. Lessons will have been learned, 
and in theory pitfalls can be dodged. Double Fine has taken 
that to heart with Psychonauts 2 [p 102), having consulted 
mental-health experts to ensure its surreal depictions of 
various issues do not diminish their seriousness. The result is 
a game that has been occupying our thoughts ever since. 
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Psychonauts 2 


e wonder if Tim Schafer has finally retired 

that Google Doc. Back in E349’s cover feature, 

he told us he’d been using it to collate notes 
ever since Psychonauts’ release: ideas that came to him 
over the intervening years, whether at random junctures 
or after meeting fascinating people who inspired him to 
imagine what their inner worlds might look like. Many 
ended up on note cards that were combined with others 
to form more solid concepts for the sequel’s 
brainspaces. By the time the credits have rolled, we’re 
convinced there can’t have been many left over. 

Yes, Psychonauts 2’s cup runneth over with a giddy, 
go-for-broke energy. There is a palpable sense here of a 
developer seizing the unlikely opportunity it has been 
presented, and with the help of Microsoft’s money, 
going hog wild with it. This is, in every sense, a game 
that feels like it has been gestating in Schafer’s mind for 
that length of time. Occasionally that overburdens the 
story, not least in a lengthy recap that has to fill us in 
on both the events of the original and those of VR 
continuation Rhombus Of Ruin — a necessary evil, since 
the story picks up where that game left off. Even so, it 
could perhaps have been handled a little more elegantly. 

We praised the brisk cutscenes in our preview, but 
there’s a glut of them here, collectively resulting in a big 
exposition dump near the start. It packs in references to 
existing characters and figures from Psychonauts lore 
that will leave some scratching their heads, as well as 
introducing a host of newcomers. Even a writer as 
experienced as Schafer can’t quite make it work without 
leaving you wishing the plot would get out of the way so 
you can get started. When a character later references 
another who “overengineers everything’, we ask ourselves 
if Double Fine’s CEO is making a joke at his own expense. 

Though it takes a while to shift into high gear, it 
turns out the studio is playing the long game. The 
inevitable upside of such a large cast is having more 
brains to probe — and some of them have multiple, 
wildly different segments to explore. One particular 
mind is fragmented into three distinct parts, each of 
which has its own sub-areas, and once you’ve pieced 
together the shards there’s a fourth. And that’s not 
including the base, a bright, expansive hub surrounded 
by woodland, mines and a mysterious place called The 
Questionable Area, where a certain group set up camp. 


By the time returning protagonist Razputin Aquato 
has been welcomed to Psychonauts HQ — and dumped 
in the organisation’s intern programme — we’ve already 
been on an Inception-like mind heist, having entered 
the brain of maniacal dentist Caligosto Roboto to find 
out the mastermind behind the kidnap of Psychonauts 
boss Truman Zanotto. It’s a thrilling tease of the 
invention to come as you pursue him through a gleefully 
disgusting world of teeth and gums, which also doubles 
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Developer Double Fine 
Publisher Xbox Game Studios 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One, 
Xbox Series (tested) 

Release Out now 


The upside of 
such a large 
cast is having 


more brains to 


probe — and 
some of them 
have multiple 
segments 


as a quick runthrough of Raz's existing powers. Already, 
the platforming feels more robust than the original, as 
you use the Levitation ability to roll down slopes and 
float over gaps with the help of an ethereal ball, while 
lobbing objects and pulling open doors with Telekinesis. 
If nothing else, it's reassuring to play a followup that 
doesn't saddle its hero with amnesia as an excuse to 
have us collecting abilities we earned and used a decade 
and a half ago. With those badges already earned, we 
can instead look forward to unlocking new powers. 


These abilities tend to be a little more specific in 
their use than Pyrokinesis, or particularly Psi-Blast — 
though Time Bubble, which slows down spinning fan 
blades and fast-moving platforms, can also be used to 
briefly put the brakes on enemies during the sporadic 
combat interludes. With four powers mapped to the 
bumpers and triggers, you will need to chop and change 
on occasion, with Projection conjuring a papery double 
who can post himself through letterboxes to unlock 
doors and slide between bars to open gates. Mental 
Connection, which allows you to link words within 
thought bubbles, seems like a brilliant addition — one 
sequence that presents you with a succession of 
thoughts to tie together, each prompting a unique line 
of dialogue, is possibly the funniest part of the game. 
It's swiftly ditched, albeit with good, and narratively 
relevant, reason (see Post Script) but you can still use it 
throughout to drag enemies toward you, or zip between 
stray thoughts floating in mid-air. These often provide a 
quick way to get to higher ground and nab more 
Figments: those characterful 2D sketches pertaining to 
the themes of the brainspace you're currently visiting. 

These are the most numerous of the collectibles 
scattered throughout the levels, which include the 
return of the physical manifestation of Emotional 
Baggage (purses, cases and holdalls found sobbing softly 
until they're reunited with their tags) and Memory 
Vaults — which, when chased down and bashed open, 
reveal a black-and-white slideshow of sketches 
depicting buried traumas from the subject's past. 
They're joined by shining Nuggets Of Wisdom and 
Half-A-Minds, hemispheres that need pairing off to 
form a whole brain. Your reward for taking the time to 
track these down is a boost to Raz's intern rank, 
effectively extra credit that can be spent upgrading his 
psychic abilities, whether it's plucking items quicker 
and throwing them with greater force using Telekinesis, 
or getting your projected self to give enemies paper 
cuts. Purple Psitanium nuggets, meanwhile, can be 
exchanged for single-use restoratives or pin badges with 
a variety of effects, from practical to cosmetic to 
novelty. Having your punches produce a rainbow trail 
might be tempting, but then the ability to pluck chunks 
of earth when there are no handy objects to throw is 


If Hollis seems less friendly and approachable than Truman, it's 
not long before we see why she might be more guarded. Her Memory 


Vault slideshow reveals an infuriating betrayal by a work colleague 


[ ) 


Raz is too busy brain hopping 
to spend much time with girlfriend 
Lili, but she makes the most of her 
limited screen time, particularly 
during an entertaining sequence 
where they work together to 
trick a hapless ride operator. 

The final Mental Connection 
upgrade lets you latch onto dark 
thoughts, which often plot a route 
to the final few collectibles. 

Even if you ignore the 
optional quests, this is a 
substantially bigger game than 
the original, and with sharper 
platforming you're more likely 
to want to return to complete 
all the various side activities 
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more useful. Then again, why not have both? And with 
that remaining slot you can silence — or pixelate — your 
cheeky, garrulous alter ego. 

Not that you should need much incentive to extend 
your stay in these unforgettable worlds. The trippy Feast 
For The Senses level featured in E349 — combining 
psychedelia and synaesthesia to hypnotic effect — is an 
obvious standout, yet there are more places to visit 
within this brain alone. Once you've located the first 
instrument to encourage the band to take the stage, 
Double Fine finds a clever way to tie them all together: 
an overhead-view map of this open-air rock festival 
around which you drive a camper van, pulling in to 
visit a concessions stand, or parking up to explore the 
nearby woods where you recruit the rest of the group. 
Later on, you visit the brain of a librarian, where piles 
of books form towers and arches, paper boats glide in 
lazy circles, and coloured ink spurting from the nibs 
of giant fountain pens forms fluid rails to grind. For 
a brief moment we're reminded of another recent 
action-platformer — but while Ratchet & Clank: Rift 
Apart may have the technical edge, the consistent 
creativity of the art direction here is second to none. 

Other stages are shorter but no less inventive, full of 
perspective shifts and changes of scenery. A nightmarish 
early moment sees a corridor suddenly stretch out into 
the distance, the exit at the end not getting any closer 
no matter how hard we run. Later we find ourselves 
inside a multi-tier wedding cake and a coffin. If the 
teeth weren't enough, another stage is built around hair; 
yet another builds a cityscape around the theme of 
germs found in worn bowling shoes. At one point, it 
turns into a miniature Wind Waker, with a theme that 
unexpectedly provides the missing link between The 
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With the majority of enemies 
easily dealt with, drowning is 
the most prevalent threat. Every 
member of the Aquato family 
has been cursed to die in water, 
a seemingly incidental plot 
thread that unexpectedly 
resurfaces here. As such, while 
you're deposited back whence 
you fell, platforming still carries 
a sense of narrative peril 
(though you'll hold your breath 
more when there's a solid 
surface below, and a plunge 
means beginning a lengthy 
climb again). Still, as curses go, 
we've seen worse: the grasping 
hand that tries to pull you under 
first bounces you out, giving 
you a brief window to nudge 
Raz toward dry land. It's a 
considerate touch, but there's 
even better to come: watch 
what happens when you take 

a dip in the post-game. 


Art director Lisette Titre-Montgomery and Double Fine's team of 
artists have outdone themselves here. And credit, too, to Microsoft, for 
investing in the kind of sequel that doesn't really get made nowadays 


Great Sea and What Shall We Do With The Drunken 
Sailor. Come the final act, we find ourselves almost 
taking such consistent ingenuity for granted. Rolling a 
Fabergé egg down a ribbon of red carpet during a brief 
diversion from a propagandising fairground ride? Good 
grief, Double Fine, come up with some new ideas. 

It would be easy to become blasé about the craft 
that has gone into even the less successful moments: a 
TV-style cookery challenge in front of an audience of 
sentient foodstuffs eagerly volunteering to be chopped, 
blended and fried (and judged by a panel of hand 
puppets) is hardly our favourite level, but just take a 
moment to read that sentence back. Even if the game's 
boss fights are relatively conventional and occasionally 
outstay their welcome, each works as a creatively staged 
and thematically apposite climax. Your ultimate goal, 
after all, is to help troubled minds reckon with their 
demons — essentially, manifestations of negative 
impulses and emotions brought about by past trauma. 
Defeating them is just completing their therapy. 

You can forgive these moments of indulgence, then, 
and without them you wonder if it would be the same 
game. It is thrilling and not a little sad to see Double 
Fine pulling out all the stops, knowing it surely won't 
get the opportunity to make another one, and so has to 
make sure every part of this universe is probed, every 
loose thread tied up. Long before this smart, sweet story 
has come to a satisfying close, it has taught us to 
treasure others for their flaws as well as their strengths. 
*We all deserve a second chance;" one character D 
says. Schafer and company have grasped theirs. 


PLAY 


Post Script 


Why Psychonauts 25 most unethical mechanic epitomises its sensitive side (contains spoilers) 


hen Psychonauts 2’s protracted introduction 

is over and Raz begins his internship in 

earnest, it tutorialises a new ability that 
comes with a playful new mechanic, one that 
immediately sets our minds racing as we imagine it 
powering a range of puzzle concepts. It’s a brilliant idea, 
the kind some developers might build an entire game 
around. Yet within the hour, Double Fine shocks us by 
doing something we’re not sure we’ve seen before — or 
not like this, at any rate. Having taught us how to use this 
ability, it almost immediately takes it away. Permanently. 

To dig into why, we need to explore the story behind 
it, so if you’re hoping to go in cold, look away now. 

The second mental world in the game belongs to 
Hollis Forsythe, usually the Psychonauts’ second-in- 
command, but promoted to temporary head while 
Truman Zanotto is incapacitated. Frustrated by her 
safety-first approach, which he believes is holding him 
and his fellow interns back, Raz seizes upon the chance 
to change her way of thinking using his new Mental 
Connection power. Linking two thoughts — ‘money’ with 
‘risk’ — he transforms her environment (a neurological 
hospital) into a casino. Rather than, as Raz imagines, 
encouraging her to take chances on these young recruits 
to make the organisation more profitable, he’s saddled 
her with an addiction to gambling. Naturally, Raz is 
horrified and sets about fixing it, which partly involves 
further use of the mechanic to convince gamblers that 
walking away from a slot machine is wiser than 
persisting in the hope of breaking even. This, at least, 
appears to be a much more helpful use of his power. 

Even so, when Raz finally defeats Lady Luctopus — a 
gaudy, Vegas-themed cephalopod, who has imprisoned 
his fellow interns within giant playing cards — and exits 
Hollis’s brain, he’s admonished for his behaviour. The 
human mind is not to be toyed with, Hollis explains. 
This seems a tad hypocritical after the opening heist, 
which is built around a piece of clever misdirection. The 
difference, however, is helpfully defined: brains are not 
to be manipulated for one’s own ends. She explains that 
the privilege of being a Psychonaut comes with a duty 
of care to those you’re attempting to heal. 

Though it’s mischief rather than malice that prompts 
all this, it’s a sobering moment — all the more so when it 
dawns that while Mental Connection will still function 
as a kind of ethereal grapple between stray thoughts, 
you're not going to be seeing any more floating word 
bubbles to tether specific ideas together. We’ve played 
plenty of games that have introduced game mechanics 
and then moved on (Nintendo EPD does it all the time), 
but we’re struggling to think of any that have been 
abandoned for presenting an ethical narrative quandary. 


It's no surprise 
to see three 
consultants, 
including 
mental health 
nonprofit Take 
This, named 
in the credits 


Then again, it’s clear Psychonauts 2 is taking its own 
responsibilities seriously. The original game wasn’t, as 
Schafer has admitted, without its problems in its 
depictions of a variety of mental conditions, but its 
central conceit was inherently kind and empathetic — it 
clearly came from a good place. This time, Double Fine 
has decided to make its intentions more transparent. 


One unfortunate side-effect of that is the 
script’s habit of overexplaining itself. You can understand 
the studio opting to err on the side of caution, even if, 
on occasion, you sense Schafer grappling with his desire 
to poke fun while trying to remain sensitive to the 
conditions portrayed. It’s perhaps telling that, outside 
of some terrific visual gags, some of the funniest 
moments are reserved for incidental or optional 
dialogue with NPCs. Psychonauts 2 is evidently keen not 
to undercut its more serious moments with comedy. 

Still, some changes are undoubtedly for the better: 
Raz asks for consent before he dives into a character’s 
brain, a small but considerate touch that makes us feel 
better about this intrusive form of therapy. Indeed, it’s 
no surprise to see three consultants, including mental 
health nonprofit Take This, named in the credits. 

Nor is it surprising that Schafer and Double Fine 
should so consistently find smart visual and mechanical 
ways to address a range of mental conditions. One 
character appears in three distinct guises, representing 
the different versions of ourselves that we present to 
the world. Another has problems that have been literally 
bottled up, requiring you to physically uncork them so 
they can be reckoned with. A lot of thought and care has 
been invested in the place and function of everything in 
these worlds, even the enemy archetypes. Doubts 
emerge out of nowhere, nagging at you and slowing you 
down. Panic attacks, on the other hand, are fast, jagged 
and unsettling: a dark, spiky, unwanted presence that’s 
most effectively dealt with by pausing for breath using 
your Time Bubble. And bad moods (grumpy scribbles 
that remind us of Chuchel during one of his strops) are 
dealt with by steering a 2D cutout of Raz dressed as a 
therapist towards the source of its woes, so you can 
demolish it and turn its frown upside down. 

There may be complaints from some quarters about 
Double Fine’s handling of certain issues, even if some of 
that will be down to interpretation: defeating a boss 
could be viewed as encouraging someone to repress a 
problem rather than representing them coming to terms 
with it, for example. But as we return to root around in 
the recesses of these minds for the post-game mop-up, 
we're struck by a final thought. Psychonauts 2 may 
spend its entirety fixated on the brain, but we come 
away most impressed by its heart. B 
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PLAY 


Naraka: Bladepoint 


limpsing a rooftop as we materialise on Morus 

Isle for the first time, our immediate instinct 

is to fly up there using Naraka: Bladepoint’s 
grapple. It’s here we’re suddenly reminded by our 
unimpressed blindfolded assassin Viper Ning that we 
need to pick up some spools first. Fortunately, they’re in 
plentiful supply, but even though you can hold six in a 
single inventory slot, space is still at a premium when 
you have to account for equally important consumables 
for healing or repairs, which makes us more cautious 
about nonchalantly zipping around. And that’s before we 
discover there’s a limit to how far you can grapple, as the 
reticule fails to pick up a cliff face just out of reach. 
Greater disappointment is to come: we find a forest of 
bamboo, only to find it can’t be targeted, dashing our 
hopes of reenacting that iconic sequence from Crouching 
Tiger, Hidden Dragon. Just as Sony’s Р55 tagline jars in 
the face of ongoing console shortages, so there are limits 
to Naraka: Bladepoint's promise of *unchained" play. 

We can appreciate it’s probably for the sake of 
balance. After all, the grapple can get you out of a tight 
spot, but you can also it attach to an opponent and 
launch yourself towards them for a surprise strike, so it’s 
shrewd of 24 Entertainment to ensure it’s not abused. 
The same can be said for the weapon-based combat, 
which reveals depths beyond its initially straightforward 
rock-paper-scissors system: charged focus attacks can 
absorb and cut through standard attacks; parries counter 
focus attacks but are useless against normal attacks. A 
successful parry can be devastating, not just knocking 
down the opponent but also disarming them. While it’s 
easy to punish a novice who’s mashing simple combos 
where the third attack — or second for the Greatsword — 
automatically changes into a glowing blue focus attack, 
more mindful players can keeping holding down the 
charge in the hope their opponent whiffs the parry, or 
even cancel the animation with a crouch. 

It’s these mind games that make Naraka comparable 
to a fighting game, especially if you encounter another 
player who’s willing to take you on, warrior to warrior, 
out in the open. How likely it is that you’ll see these 
honourable duels play out is questionable: this isn’t 
Dark Souls, where invasions have an unspoken etiquette 
within the community. Naraka is first and foremost a 
battle royale, where players do whatever it takes to survive 
to the end, and if they can get the jump on you first and 
stab you in the back, they will. And despite the obvious 
thematic Eastern shift and emphasis on close-quarters 
combat (although there are just as many ranged weapons 
available), plus the lack of a traditional drop into the 
action, this still follows much of the genre's structure. 

Up to 60 players spawn on an island map where the 
field of play shrinks over time, a purple toxic shadow 
draining the health of anyone outside the perimeter. The 
goal is to be the last player or team standing, and while 
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Developer 24 Entertainment 
Publisher NetEase Games Montreal 
Format PC 

Release Out now 


Combat can 

be over in a 
flash - a Great 
Sword's focus 
attack is almost 
guaranteed to 
one-shot anyone 
with no armour 


CHARACTER STUDY 

Amid the overwhelming alerts 
about new unlocks or in-game 
currency that feeds into Naraka's 
intrusive monetisation systems — 
which may raise eyebrows for a 
premium title — there's also the 
opportunity to learn more about 
the heroes. As you play as each 
one, you'll achieve Greater 
Understanding by ticking off 
progression targets, such as kills 
or distance travelled, and unlock 
Heroic Tales. In truth, the prose 
comes a distant second to the 
accompanying monochrome 
illustrations. Yet providing 
canonical lore feels at odds 

with the freedom to customise 
heroes' faces into unrecognisable 
new versions — something the 
developer has been encouraging 
on social media. There's a tactical 
drawback, too: inconsistent 
designs could serve to confuse 
players as to which hero – 

and skills — they're facing. 


there are no bathrooms to hide in, verticality (by way of 
trees and pagodas) offers more ways for the cowardly to 
steer clear of confrontation, especially when just about 
anything can be grappled or climbed. Scrounging loot 
from glowing troves increases your chances of survival, 
with everything from weapons and armour to buff- 
enhancing Souljades (colour-coded according to rarity) to 
be found. Resource-intensive areas also present a higher 
chance of encountering other players and encourage 
more clashes, with environments such as an abandoned 
mine and a dilapidated village designed like arenas. 


As in other battle royales, combat can be over in a 
flash — a Great Sword's focus attack is almost guaranteed 
to one-shot anyone with no armour. With much of the 
match filled with the ennui of preparation, the 
no-nonsense deathmatch-style Bloodbath mode 
(unlocked after reaching Level 5) is welcome for those 
purely invested in mastering the combat. The frustration 
of early failures, meanwhile, is quelled in Trios, where 
fallen party members have one chance to resurrect their 
spirits at a nearby altar during the early phase of the 
match, and will even be provided with random basic gear 
to give them a fighting chance. Other features take a leaf 
from innovations introduced in Apex Legends, from the 
ping system for marking loot, waypoints and visible 
enemies to having a small but hopefully expanding roster 
of heroes to play, each with skills and ultimates that can 
easily shift the balance. Some feel particularly suited to a 
team dynamic, such as Kurumi, who has healing abilities, 
while Matari's ultimate can make her and her teammates 
invisible for a clean getaway or a stealthy counter. In a 
solo match it's perhaps too easy to have an ultimate 
banked, potentially making the next encounter horribly 
one-sided — especially since Viper Ning's Twilight 
Crimson leaves visible opponents stunned for five 
seconds, which is often all it takes to finish them off. 
While sticking together is recommended — there is 
no fun or honour in being outnumbered — group clashes 
can be too chaotic to parse, any attempt at skilful play 
giving way to blade mash-ups, which only get more 
confusing when hero skills are thrown into the mix. 
Traversal issues also abound: the price for being able to 
climb anything is that it's too easy to get stuck in the 
scenery when you're in a hurry, and there's little worse 
than wasting a spool as your grapple path snags on a 
branch or rock. Rough edges are par for the course in a 
battle royale, but risk undermining the PlatinumGames- 
level fluidity to which Naraka clearly aspires, especially 
when it’s been released as a paid title. Still, as we watch 
the shadow closing in on us from the top of a temple, or 
perfectly time a parry to swing a match back in our 
favour, that wuxia fantasy keeps us persevering with 
a game that may yet evolve and slice through the D 


genre chains that keep it, for now, from greatness. 
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ABOVE Upon grappling ап 
opponent, you can opt to charge 
in with slashes or perform a 
plunging heavy attack, although 
the latter needs to be timed 
expertly. The grapple target, 
meanwhile, has a chance to 
dodge at the last moment. 
RIGHT While the microtransactions 
can feel overbearing, they're all 
tied to cosmetics. We also find 
that by ticking off certain 
achievements, it's easy enough 
to unlock a good amount of loot 
boxes - at least to begin with 


BELOW In addition to opening 
troves, optional contracts can lead 
to some rare loot. This one requires 
using the prayer emote at a select 
shrine. Just make sure no one's 
plotting an ambush from the rear 


ABOVE There's an undeniable appeal to scaling the highest structure and 
just looking over Morus Isle. This sort of architecture tempts you to perch 
on high and watch duels play out before deciding whether to engage 
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The grapple reticule is reasonably large, 
making it straightforward to grapple an 
enemy when you have to think quickly 


The trouble with online fighting games 


y coincidence, Naraka found itself 

releasing on PC in the same month 

that Hunter’s Arena: Legends, a 
surprisingly similar Eastern-themed melee- 
focused battle royale, arrived on PlayStation, 
with the PS5 version free to PS Plus 
subscribers. But before we invite comparisons 
with PUBG and Fortnite, it’s only right to 
point out that Korean developer Mantisco 
announced its game six months ahead of 24 
Entertainment’s world premiere at the 2019 
Game Awards, and launched it in Early Access 
on Steam last year. Regardless of which game 
technically got there first, there’s no denying 
that both represent an opportunity to refresh 
a genre from a perspective that isn’t down 
the sights of a gun. 

Yet, easy as it is to bemoan the 
oversaturation of online shooters — battle 
royale or otherwise — they’re also more 
accessible in the sense that once you’ve 
played one, you'll understand how to play 
another, even if it should feature new 
mechanics such as wall-running or cooldown 
abilities. On the other hand, fighting games 
(strip away its battle royale elements, and 
that's effectively what Naraka is) require 
learning new disciplines with variations in 
inputs and design, from the air-dashes of 
anime fighters to the confounding need to 
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hold a button to block in Mortal Kombat. And 
that's just the ones played out on a 2D plane. 

Blocking, incidentally, is not an option in 
Naraka, which instead encourages an offensive 
playstyle, though we're most thrown by how 
parrying requires pressing both light and 
heavy attack buttons. On a controller, this 
defaults to an awkward combination of the 
right shoulder and analogue trigger, and in the 
heat of battle, it's all too easy for your input 
to be output as one of the other attacks 
instead. This criticism may come with a heap 
of salt, but during some encounters, having 
anticipated an opponent's focus attack, we 
found our parries wouldn't even register. 

Which brings us to the sore issue of lag. 
While every online game has to contend with 
high ping, fighting games have always suffered 
more than other genres, since being able to 
read your opponent and react within a matter 
of frames is crucial. When lag spikes, it's hard 
not to feel cheated by a hitstun or missed 
parry window, especially when it's being 
claimed that players with high ping are 
benefitting. It doesn't bode well to load up 
the game and observe some alarmingly high 
ping counts in Asia, while dedicated servers 
for South America and Oceania were 
conspicuously absent at launch (at the time 
of going to press, however, it appears 24 


Entertainment has been testing new hubs to 
roll out for these regions). It's not just facing 
other players that's been an issue: it's hard to 
ignore frame stutters in other parts of the 
game, undermining our setup's ability to 
handle unlimited framerates and DLSS. 

Of course, there's a huge difference 
between a traditional 1v1 fighting game and 
melee combat taking place in an open world 
with 60 players, especially when the rollback 
netcode that has become favoured within the 
fighting-game community wasn't designed 
for the latter. Yet lowering the player count 
isn't necessarily a solution, given the frame 
drops we've encountered in the more intense 
16-player Bloodbath matches. 

Naraka's agility and verticality can also 
work against it, since the freedom to jump 
around or grapple away makes a mockery of a 
targeting system that's better suited to slow- 
paced, methodical bouts — such as in PvP 
Dark Souls — which gives us new appreciation 
for why From chose not to include multiplayer 
in Sekiro. We don't doubt that 24 is hard at 
work optimising the game as you read this, 
and there will surely be more pressure for the 
forthcoming console editions. When you 
consider the battle royale competition, 
though, it's hard to ignore the question: 
can a blade ever win in a gunfight? 


FREE ROGUE 
COMPANY 
EXCLUSIVE 
WEAPON 
DA BONUS 32-PAGE 
MAGAZINE 
INSIDE 


Ñ 
ж. 


ORDER NOW 
from magazinesdirect.com 


Z Download on the GETITON 
€ App Store P> Google Play 


hink of Humankind as Civilization on shuffle. 

Amplitude Studios takes Sid Meier’s epochal 

strategy game about guiding hairless apes from 
hitting rocks with bones to hitting Mars with rockets, 
and lets you remix the tunes of history like a cultural 
DJ. Want to play as the French, but build Big Ben as a 
wonder? No problem. Fancy finding out what the 
Temple Of Artemis would look like if it were erected 
beside Egyptian pyramids? The answer is ‘really weird} 
but go for it. How about swapping the ancient Greeks 
for medieval England when you enter a new era? We’re 
not entirely sure why you’d want to, since medieval 
England was awful, but you can. 

It’s a tantalising prospect — the ability to create not 
only your own timeline, but your own culture. Yet while 
civilisational mixology may seem a grand idea, the 
results aren’t as exciting as they sound. What remains 
is a pleasant historical strategy that nonetheless 
struggles to step out of Civilization’s shadow. 

In contrast to humanity’s actual evolution, 
Humankind is at its most divergent at the outset. You 
don’t choose a faction to play as; all in-game factions 
(known as ‘empires’) emerge from prehistory as nomadic 
tribespeople. The Neolithic is an era of exploration as 
your tribe scrambles across the map, battling wild 
animals and discovering natural wonders, all in a quest 
to earn five ‘era stars’ and found your first settlement. 

It’s a breezy and entertaining first act, one that lets 
you examine the exquisitely detailed topography before 
you smear buildings all over it. Yet the introduction’s 
simple pleasures belie the choices and competition 
already occurring in the background. Being the first 
tribe to put down roots gives you carte blanche to select 
from Humankind’s suite of cultures. That said, more 
fastidious explorers may find better sites for breaking 
ground, boasting more fertile soil or crucial resources 
such as copper and wild horses. 

This tension between speed and thoroughness 
defines the trajectory of the game. Once you hit the 
Ancient era, progressing to all subsequent eras now 
involves earning seven era stars, gained in various ways 
from expanding your cities to destroying enemy units. 
Crucially, being first to the space age does not guarantee 
victory. There are more than seven of those stars to earn, 
and they do more than simply advance your empire. 
Victory is primarily determined by another resource: 
fame. There are several ways to earn this, such as 
building cultural wonders, but your main source of fame 
is those era stars. Consequently, you’re torn between 
lingering in each era long enough to boost your fame and 
ensuring you don’t get outpaced by the competition. 

Humankind excels at presenting you with such 
delicate balancing acts. Cities are the engines of your 
empire, producing food to grow your population, 
industry to speed up construction, gold for trade and 
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PLAY 


Humankind 


Developer Amplitude Studios 
Publisher Sega 

Format PC 

Release Out now 


Being the first 
tribe to put 
down roots 
gives you 

carte blanche 
to select from 
Humankind’s 
suite of cultures 


FIGHTING STANCE 

Combat in Humankind is 
surprisingly involved. It’s 
essentially a separate turn-based 
game, with battles taking place 
on a zoomed-in portion of the 
campaign map. Far from being 
a simple question of numbers, 
a battle's outcome is influenced 
by a wide range of factors, from 
effective use of terrain to 
fortifications such as city walls. 
Exploiting unit strengths and 
weaknesses is also crucial. 
Opposing cavalry can run down 
your archers with ease, but if 
they try the same tactic against 
your spearmen, you'll be eating 
horse kebab for dinner. It isn't 
anything revolutionary, and 
enemy Al tends toward the 
gullible, but there's enough 
tactical depth to ensure that a 
military playstyle is one of the 
more rewarding avenues 
through the game. 


various other functions, and science for speeding up 
tech research. Production in all such areas can be 
boosted by constructing relevant districts, but these 
districts reduce your city's stability, leading to more 
chaotic story events and, at critically low levels, civil 
unrest that can destroy cities from within. 


City building is the most satisfying element of 
Humankind. Beyond your production districts is an array 
of other buildings such as harbours, stability-enhancing 
garrisons, and hamlets that boost productivity in your 
empire's more distant corners. Each civilisation also has 
a unique building type, such as the Polish Barbican, an 
imposing fortress that increases city defence, and the 
Celtic Nemoton, a sacred grove that provides food and 
religious bonuses. These remain unchanged as you swap 
eras, becoming historical landmarks as your clay huts 
evolve into brick houses and glass skyscrapers. 

Cities can be enormous, too. As the centuries pass, 
they spread across entire continents, absorbing 
outposts and even other cities as they grow. There is a 
practical side to this. Merging cities removes them from 
your city cap, letting you found or conquer further 
cities. But merged cities also incur a stability penalty. 
Humankind rarely gives you anything for free. 

Watching your cities grow is delightful, which is 
fortunate given Humankind’s relative weakness 
elsewhere. Research is a mindless procession through 
the technologies, to the point where the tech tree 
spends most of its time reduced to a sidebar. Diplomacy 
is similarly basic, while religion feels like an 
afterthought. Combat fares better, boasting a host of 
intriguing features that make larger battles engrossing 
(see ‘Fighting stance’). Sadly, other civilisations are 
generally conflict-averse, only offering a robust military 
challenge when you crank up the difficulty. 

These issues would be less noticeable if Humankind’s 
standout feature — the ability to mix cultures — actually 
stood out. To begin with, the individual cultures aren’t 
radically distinct. Cultural nuances are mainly consigned 
to abstract states, while empires lack Civilization’s 
recognisable leaders, with you creating your own avatar 
instead. Moreover, the fundamental premise of blending 
cultures is somewhat misleading. A culture’s legacy only 
carries over in the stat bonuses provided by its unique 
structures. There’s no ability to, say, choose a trait from 
a culture that stacks across the course of the campaign. 

Humankind isn’t lacking in competence. This is a 
decent historical strategy with some of the best city 
building outside of dedicated games such as Cities: 
Skylines. But it would benefit from greater confidence 
in its central ideas; rather than seeking to ape 
Civilization, it could be more inventive. This is, after 
all, what makes humanity such a successful D 
species. Well, that and opposable thumbs. 


ABOVE The campaign map is 


if "n aec IER rendered with a good dose of 
o en EL panache. It's also highly dynamic, 
e cw. : ! with the landscape influenced by 


55 your city-building decisions. 
LEFT In the Neolithic era, the 
world is stuffed with wildlife. Over 
time, however, the animal count 


diminishes. A clever, if grim, touch 


BELOW The map has three zoom 
levels: the full 3D landscape view, 
a somewhat unsightly greyscale 
that provides a rough outline of 
the various cities, and the good 
old-fashioned painted continents 


ABOVE There are 60 historical cultures to choose from across the whole 
game, with new cultures appearing in appropriate eras. You can also stick 
with a culture from an earlier era for the rest of the game, if you like 
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Era-appropriate events crop up regularly 
in the campaign. They're fun, but their 
effects are rarely particularly impactful 
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umankind makes several blunders in 

its push to conquer Civilization, but 

perhaps its biggest mistake is targeting 
the wrong opponent. Amplitude is so focused 
on fighting Firaxis that the studio fails to 
notice Paradox Interactive slipping into the 
tent, dagger glinting in the candlelight. 

Amplitude’s game deals in broad 
abstractions at a time when strategy gaming is 
pushing toward the exact opposite, all thanks 
to Paradox’s Crusader Kings series. These 
medieval grand strategies see you don the role 
not of a state or nation, but the head of a 
dynasty: an individual character in a world 
populated with other characters. You could be 
anyone from the Duke Of Lancaster to the 
Pope, but the point is that you’re someone, a 
person with their own quirks and flaws and 
secrets, and nearly all of your interactions in 
the world happen at a personal level. 

The revelation Paradox stumbled upon is 
that no matter what type of game you’re 
making, the stories that emerge from it are 
always more relatable when they’re about 
specific people (even if said people are waxy- 
looking portraits with a bunch of stats 
attached to them). It’s the same reason most 
novels and films tell stories about individuals 
rather than broader communes such as the 
British Empire or an entire planet. 
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Post Script 


A test of character 


Crusader Kings’ emphasis on characters 
rather than countries is one of the notable 
evolutions of the genre during the past 
decade. Its influence can be seen in lots of 
games, including major strategy rivals such 
as Total War: Three Kingdoms. The ideas have 
even spread to historical 4X. Only a couple of 
months ago, Civilization veteran Soren Johnson 
released Old World, his own take on Firaxis’s 
formula. Focusing on the age of antiquity, Old 
World lets you pick a classical faction (Greeks, 
Romans, etc) but has you play as a dynasty of 
rulers who evolve, change and die, rather than 
the abstract concept of that faction. 

This personal focus helps makes history 
feel all the more tangible. Learning about 
abstract historical phenomena, such as the 
feudal system or the Industrial Revolution, 
can be tedious. Learning that Roman Emperor 
Valentinian I died because he got so angry 
during a diplomatic meeting that he suffered 
a stroke, or that William The Conqueror’s 
corpse exploded at his funeral, is fascinating. 

Once you humanise grand strategy, put a 
face and a name to the people who affect and 
are affected by the forces of history, it’s hard 
to go back to boring old countries and 
ideologies. The absence of such specificity in 
Humankind is noticeable, affecting your sense 
of proximity to the game. For example, 


random story events crop up frequently in 
Humankind, but they’re broad-stroke asides 
that don’t relate to anyone specific. 


One notable instance riffs on Jack The 
Ripper, wherein a serial killer stalks the alleys 
of your industrial-era city. You can choose to 
ignore the murders or spend some gold to 
illuminate the dark alleys. But that solution 
still neglects the complex human reasons why 
the Ripper was able to kill, one of which was 
the erasure of the humanity of the victims in 
favour of the general notoriety of the killer. 
The point here is not that Humankind 
should be a Jack The Ripper detective sim, but 
that having your strategy game treat humanity 
as a faceless mass won’t cut it in a post- 
Crusader Kings world. Amplitude’s game even 
lacks Civilization’s faction leaders, with no 
cultural figureheads to provide some central 
mass of character for your empire to orbit. 
Combined with the constant cultural 
changeup, Humankind discourages you from 
becoming attached to your empire. Outside of 
major events such as wars, you feel distanced 
from what’s happening within it and around 
it. Ironically, by focusing on historical events 
rather than the people behind them, 
Humankind allows itself to be surpassed 
by more personable strategy games. Bl 
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Twelve Minutes 


ive minutes before that knock at the door, we can 

almost hear the steady tick of every second going by. 

Our wife enters from the bathroom. We haven’t got 
time for her to tell us it’s the “best night ever” because 
she’s prepared dessert (nor to wonder why there’s no 
main course) and so we push her away as she leans in for 
a kiss. “OK, rude,” she snorts, but affection can wait: 
we've got bigger things to worry about. Four minutes 
left. What haven’t we tried yet? We can, it seems, put 
the fake candle in the toilet, but that’s surely not going 
to change anything. Three minutes. The knife lying by 
the sink has yet to come in useful, but we pocket it 
anyway, adding it to the two plates of pudding, the 
Polaroid, the mug (full of water), the other mug (empty), 
and a pair of spoons. Perhaps playing the latter for our 
unwanted house guest for whose imminent arrival we’re 
hurriedly preparing will calm him down a bit. Then 
again, he’s played by Willem Dafoe, so probably not. 
Two minutes. What else? We suddenly remember the 
phone; we race to the closet and grab it from our coat. 
Then we close the door, peer out through the slats, and 
wait. This time, surely, our plan is going to work out. 

Luis Antonio’s top-down thriller, about a seemingly 
ordinary couple (voiced by James McAvoy and Daisy 
Ridley) having the worst ever evening in, is built around 
that increasingly popular videogame concept, the time 
loop. It’s effectively a narrative Roguelike, in the sense 
that the chief gain from each go-around is knowledge, 
the kind that will allow you to make more informed 
(albeit only sometimes better) choices each time. But at 
heart it’s a classic point-and-click adventure, of the sort 
where you walk around with a suitcase’s worth of objects 
somehow stuffed inside your pockets, trying to use them 
on every environmental feature or combine them to 
progress. The key difference is that you’re against the 
clock. That pressure lends an extra frisson to what could 
easily be frustrating trial-and-error mechanics. 

At times, Twelve Minutes is exasperating. Though 
the various narrative triggers don’t always follow a 
linear order, some demand very particular solutions. 
Take the knife, for example — or rather, don’t. It seems, 
when Dafoe’s intruder (who claims to be a cop, but you'll 
have doubts from the moment he opens his mouth) is 
yelling at the panic-stricken Ridley to get down on the 
ground, that there are a few windows of opportunity 
while his back is turned. Yet by the time we’ve dragged 
the knife from our inventory at the top of the screen 
(the action considerately, and stylishly, freezing as the 
image goes fuzzy, with subtle noise lines suggesting 
you're watching a VHS or CCTV feed) and the animation 
has played out, he’s in position to block the attack. One 
beating later, and we’re back to the beginning, with 
McAvoy likening his assailant to an ox — your first 
hint that a direct confrontation isn’t going to work. So 
what else? The sleeping pills in the bathroom cabinet 


114 


Developer Luis Antonio 
Publisher Annapurna Interactive 
Format PC, Xbox One, Xbox Series 
Release Out now 


One late-game 
development 
isn’t so much a 
shock revelation 
as a gradual, 
sickening 
realisation 


STAR QUALITY 

Veteran videogame performers 
might grumble, but Annapurna's 
extensive contacts book has 
paid off here. While it’s unlikely 
to go down as his finest hour, 
Dafoe seems to be enjoying 
himself more than in Beyond: 
Two Souls. Ridley, oscillating 
between tearful, confused and 
terrified, is good value, too. But 
McAvoy is the standout as an 
ordinary man in an extraordinary 
situation, his natural comic 
timing playing up the dark 
comedy of this Groundhog Day 
scenario. And when he cries 
through gritted teeth, “I did 
everything right. What else do 
you want?” you really do feel his 
pain. Neil Bones’ score strikes 
the right, slightly heightened, 
tone. And hats off to sound 
designer Steve Green: the noise 
of a body hitting a floor has 
rarely sounded so unsettling. 


surely can’t be a red herring, but convincing our guest 
to accept a drink isn’t going to be easy. 


We soon learn that if there’s a seemingly obvious 
solution, it’s probably the wrong one. But with the 
action largely confined to three rooms and a closet, 
there are only so many variables. And, as with McAvoy’s 
opening exclamation, there are clues seeded (and 
occasionally clumsily shoehorned) into the dialogue, to 
nudge you in the right direction. Sometimes, the way 
forward is counterintuitive: your natural instinct when 
Dafoe launches his tirade and you’re hidden out of sight 
is to intervene, but if you watch events play out, you may 
just uncover a fact that opens up a new dialogue branch. 
True, there are some situations for which you couldn’t 
reasonably have prepared. But pay attention, and you’ll 
discover something new on every loop — even if a plan 
start to hatch late on and you know you can only put it 
into practice on the next attempt. Such occasions might 
encourage you to end the loop prematurely, which throws 
up an intriguing moral quandary: you may know there 
are no permanent consequences to your actions, but 
killing someone makes you a murderer forever. 
Sometimes there’s no going back. 

And sometimes there’s too much of it. Engrossing 
through it remains, as the plot twists grow more lurid 
and implausible, occasionally treading alarmingly close 
to David Cage territory, you get the sense that Antonio 
is deliberately leading you down cul-de-sacs to drag 
things out a little longer. Some awkward interactions, 
whether it’s stilted animations or immersion-breaking 
clipping, jar against the Hollywood sheen of the rest of 
it. And not even actors of this calibre can quite sell some 
dialogue that has clearly been written with exposition at 
front of mind. Perhaps that’s a holdover of its text-based 
origins (some lines that would read fine just sound 
wrong out of an actor’s mouth), but at times you might 
think the script could have used another pass. 

All the same, even when it’s going wrong, Twelve 
Minutes exerts an uncommonly firm grip. Sometimes 
especially when it’s going wrong: when McAvoy lets out 
an anguished “motherfucker” after one carefully laid plan 
doesn’t come off, we’re thinking much the same thing, 
already concocting a revised strategy before Ridley has 
even entered the room. It is that rare game where the 
protagonist’s goals are constantly in sync with your own. 
His frustrations are yours, and (barring one plot point 
that observant players will see coming) discoveries 
enlighten and surprise you and him at once: one late- 
game development isn’t so much a shock revelation as a 
gradual, sickening realisation for you both. And then 
there are the moments when your plan works, and your 
pulse quickens as you realise what comes next is 
unknown, and you’re going to have to improvise. 
Six minutes. Dafoe’s down. What now? 


ABOVE We hope Antonio isn't keeping track of the more... well, extreme 
experiments we try when temporarily stuck. Possibly related point: the 
blood-pooling effects in Twelve Minutes are disturbingly convincing 


LEFT It's worth continuing after 
you've reached the first ending, 
since there's more to come, with 

a certain object giving you the 
chance to make a very different 
choice at the end — resulting in a 
clever twist that suggests Antonio 
is a fan of Yoko Taro's work. 
BELOW The view occasionally 
switches to firstperson, such as 
when you're hiding in the closet. 
MAIN Conversation topics quickly 
move from chit-chat to amusingly 
blunt questions and accusations. 
You can be passive-aggressive, too: 
with Ridley proving a little too 
fussy in her demands for proof of 
the time loop, we relish the chance 
to repeatedly flick the light off, 
forcing her to retreat to the 
bedroom to read her book 


PLAY 


No More Heroes Ill 


outique action game developer Treasure once 

proposed a theory: if the climactic boss fight 

represents the most exhilarating moment in any 
videogame, then any game composed primarily of boss 
fights would surely be the most exhilarating yet. Alien 
Soldier was the result, and the game — one of the last to 
arrive on Sega’s Mega Drive — remains a design 
masterclass. Its foundational principle has since 
appeared in varied shapes, from Fumito Ueda’s stately, 
dour Shadow Of The Colossus to Goichi Suda’s No More 
Heroes, a high-fructose series built around a succession 
of battles with screeching pantomime villains. 

No More Heroes III follows the template established 
by the series’ 2008 debut: a series of climactic fights 
with unforgettable assassins, interspersed with 
unhurried interstitial downtime. Here you knock around 
a city so devoid of life that it borders on a satire of the 
sumptuous open-world games that have come to 
dominate in the years since the previous instalment. 

You again play as Travis Touchdown, a character 
who embodies two opposing archetypes: the American 
cool guy, all leather jacket, shades, Fonz-slicked hair and 
lithe physique, and the loner Japanese otaku, in his 
grotty bedsit surrounded by capsule toys, unable to 
parse the world and its challenges in anything other 
than videogame terms. Ever primed to be the protagonist 
in someone else’s drama, Travis is drawn into a plot of 
galactic proportions: the return of an alien being, FU, to 
Earth to reunite with a boy, who, 20 years earlier, found 
him crash-landed in the woods and nursed him back to 
health. Now both alien and boy are fully grown and, 
together with FU’s entourage of interplanetary 
supervillains, seem set on world domination. Travis 
believes he is the only one who can stop them. 

In 2008, No More Heroes’ feverish animation style, 
sweary antihero and hyperactive direction contrasted 
starkly with Nintendo Wii’s stable of family-oriented 
games. No More Heroes ІП enters a different marketplace 
and, with its jagged, low-poly models, Ceefax fonts and 
Geocities-era clip art, feels more like a pastiche than 
transgression. Suda’s leftfield playfulness drapes more 
comfortably on this world than most others in his 
oeuvre, and while the five urban islands on which the 
game takes place are asset-starved and enclosed by 
invisible walls, they are at least filled with jokes and 
minigames. These vignettes (which have a distinctly 
community service feel: municipal lawnmowing, litter- 
picking, toilet unblocking) are more than distractions. 
Travis must pay a fee to fight each assassin, and the 
best way to raise the cash is through busywork. 

Of course, the success of any game built around a 
series of set-piece battles depends on the potency of its 
combat. Here, No More Heroes’ old systems prove 
enduringly robust. The pitter-patter button mash of 
beam-sword attacks chips away at a foe’s health bar. 
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Developer/publisher 
Grasshopper Manufacture 
Format Switch 

Release Out now 


The game 
benefits 
tremendously 
from the 
weirdness 
and specificity 
of Suda’s 


imagination 


SLASHIMI TO GO 

On anything but the easiest 
difficulty setting, No More 
Heroes 3 is a challenging game, 
especially in the latter half, 
when an enemy can 
comfortably knock a quarter of 
Travis's health bar away in a 
single swipe. To even the odds, 
he can visit the DonMai Sushi 
bar and purchase meals that 
replenish his health and 
strength from a red-skulled 
chef. There are two menus: Eat 
Before, which provides buffs 
that last until the end of the 
next battle, and Eat In, food 
that can be consumed mid- 
fight. While meals must be 
paid for from the same pot of 
savings used to purchase tickets 
to the marquee assassin battles, 
it's money well spent, as a well- 
timed meal can potentially save 
dozens of restarts during a 
particularly tough encounter. 


Execute a perfectly timed dodge and time slows for 
your enemies, while Travis remains unaffected, free to 
continue his barrage of attacks. These moments of 
uninterrupted violence allow you to power up a Tension 
Gauge and trigger a death blow. After the correct input 
is made (a conductor's flourish of the Joy-Con, or flick 
of the analogue stick if you're using the Pro Controller), 
the camera lingeringly sweeps and zooms to take in the 
dramatic slash before a shower of fluorescent pixels 
gamifies the arterial blood spurts of samurai cinema. 


Each successful kill triggers a jackpot reel, 
overlaid in the centre of the screen. Various 
combinations offer various rewards. You hope for three 
7s, which enables Travis to enter Full Armor mode — a 
Gundam-like suit that fires a volley of missiles to 
obliterate remaining enemies. This sequence of 
microevents, repeated hundreds of times across the 
game, never quite loses its satisfying, kinetic thrill, and 
carries you through the dull interludes from which most 
players, in a lesser game, would step away. 

Travis's beam sword — bought at auction in the first 
game — drains a little battery charge with each strike 
and must be re-energised mid-fight, either by shaking 
the Switch controllers or by waggling the right analogue 
stick. What seems at first an inconvenient imposition 
forces a tactical rhythm, as attacks and retreats must be 
managed carefully. Further interest is layered onto the 
combat via the addition of a Death Glove, a device that 
facilitates bonus special moves, and which can be fitted 
with three bespoke microchips. Junk collected from 
battles and side-quests can be used to craft these 
microchips — implants that will, for example, increase 
your attack power at the cost of making Travis more 
susceptible to damage, allowing tinkerers to adjust his 
strengths and weaknesses. 

The influence of Marvel films on Suda's writing here 
is clear, but this is more than a conventional tribute; 
Travis's grim bedsit has a superhero-style basement 
filled not only with gadgets but also, in a dreamlike 
embellishment, a giant cherry-blossom tree. The game 
benefits tremendously from the weirdness and 
specificity of Suda's imagination, and the fact that his 
vision feels like it has survived intact. For all its rough 
edges, this is indisputably a game of singular tone — 
something to which any number of polished, design- 
by-committee open world games cannot lay claim. 

Still, the truth is that, like its nerd-as-world-saving- 
swashbuckler protagonist, No More Heroes III is an 
anachronism. Even the whizz-bang UT's tribute to the 
Atari 2600 aesthetic is, as pastiches go, stale stuff in 
2021. This doesn't mean it's not charming, or enjoyable, 
or, in its escalation of challenge, compelling. But for all 
its appealing idiosyncrasies, No More Heroes has 
lost some of its urgency and, with that, its potency. 


Unblocking public toilets 
provides new save points across 
the city - handy before tackling a 
particularly challenging opponent. 

The game uses two 
currencies: UtopiCoins for items, 
and WESN coins for upgrades 


Stun an enemy and Travis 
can get behind his opponent 
and execute a wrestling throw 


Die during a fight and you'll spin a roulette wheel featuring 
a range of different benefits, such as increased attack power or 
guaranteed jackpot reel outcomes, to offer an advantage next time 


higames’ expansive, obstreperous Metroid-like is a 

world of sharp edges — which should be apparent 

from the screens across the page. The developer 
commits fully to its distinctive aesthetic, from the heavy 
bloom that emanates from every light source (including 
your avatar, an anthropomorphic program charged with 
infiltrating a vast world simply called the Mainframe) to 
the jittery objects that gradually assume solid form as 
you approach. In places it takes the breath away: the 
place may be fragmented, but there is an eerie beauty to 
its sprawling landscapes, particularly when you find a 
high vantage point and gaze down on its strange, 
distinctive arrangements of complex circuitry and 
abstract architecture. If everyone’s PC looked like this 
on the inside, we’d all be ordering transparent cases. 

Striking as it looks, these visuals are among a series 

of small problems that collectively sap your will to 
continue. Recompile is difficult, and by that we don’t 
mean it’s hard to beat. We’ve experienced far steeper 
challenges than the ones presented here (though the 
boss fights are exacting in a way that will have you 
putting them off as long as you possibly can), but it’s 
been a while since we felt quite so consistently annoyed 
by a game. There are innumerable small irritants. A tiny, 
barely perceptible gap between two platforms. Then 
another, masked by the excessive bloom given off by a 
nearby light source. A third, this time in a dark area, our 
avatar’s own glow hiding it from view. When a crack in а 
glass platform positioned at a vertiginous height causes 
us to fall for a full 30 seconds before dying — this 
particular part of the Mainframe being so needlessly 
large it takes that long to hit the floor — we’re almost 
tempted to consider a career change. 


By this stage, Recompile has become more tedious 
than frustrating; the opposite, however, is true of its 
opening hours, which we suspect will turn many players 
away. You quickly gain the ability to jump and shoot, 
and soon after you find yourself in the heart of the 
computer, which forms a classic hub-and-spoke 
structure. An ASCII-styled interface gives you the 
most basic of 2D maps, highlighting the approximate 
locations of upgrades minus the elevation. That's about 
all the direction you're given, and while the lack of a 
guiding hand can often be a boon in this genre, these 
environments are large, intricate and often rather 
samey, resisting any attempt to mentally map them. 
The lack of a robust visual language means it can be 
hard to divine whether you're equipped to tackle a 
particular area during the early game. For a good half- 
hour, we butt our heads against a protracted platforming 
sequence: a succession of floating fragments positioned 
seemingly at random, with no environmental features to 
help us orient or discern precisely where everything is in 
3D space. We sigh in dismay as a large, round platform 
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PLAY 


Recompile 


Developer Phigames 

Publisher Dear Villagers 

Format PC, PS5, Xbox Series (tested) 
Release Out now 


It's been а while 
since we felt so 
consistently 
annoyed by a 
game. There are 
innumerable 
small irritants 


HACKED OFF 

Several areas feature complex 
circuitry which needs to be 
tweaked to power various level 
features up or down, from lifts 
to energy barriers and enemy 
spawn points. Early on, it's a 
matter of following the pipes as 
they wind around the level, and 
stepping on buttons in the right 
order to complete the circuit. As 
the game progresses, you earn 
the ability to hack objects (to 
change the function of logic 
gates, for example, which is 
required to solve certain 
puzzles) and even enemies. To 
do so, you enter Recompile 
mode, which pauses the action 
and zooms the camera out. 

Yet, as with gunplay, it suffers 
from an unruly reticule, often 
taking several attempts to lock 
onto objects, and it's bafflingly 
locked to a 2D plane. 


positioned conspicuously in the middle of this gauntlet 
turns out not to be a checkpoint after all, as we're 
deposited right back at the start. Later, we return with a 
power-up that dilates time, slowing everything down to 
a crawl — giving us more time to course-correct in mid- 
air and deal with the skittish handling of our avatar that 
causes us to skid off the edge of platforms more times 
than we'd care to count. Sure, it takes us a long time to 
reach our destination, but now it's a cakewalk. 

This Underclock ability is particularly fascinating, 
since it slows the action to such an extreme that you 
wonder if the intent was to prevent you relying on it too 
often — in which case, why let the player have it at all, or 
why not limit its use? It feels, as several other abilities 
do, like an ungainly solution to its own design problems. 
For long spells, it feels all but mandatory when engaged in 
combat, which the world just isn't built to accommodate 
effectively. One or two areas provide you with cover, 
from which you can peek out and peck away at distant 
enemies before they've even seen you. Elsewhere, 
however, there's little protection, and with so many 
fragmented floors you can never be confident that your 
dash away from incoming fire won't send you tumbling 
into the abyss once more. And so you toggle Underclock 
and blast away, no longer wrestling with those skittish 
crosshairs against annoying flying enemies that pepper 
you with fire, often from several angles at once. 

These exchanges are at least infrequent, and once 
you've taken a group out they won't respawn until 
you've left the area. The downside, given each spoke is 
several zones deep, is that there's nothing to enliven long 
journeys back to the hub. The runtime is drawn out by 
these tediously long treks, across environments that 
often appear to have been built with forward progress in 
mind, but scant concern for how you might get back. 
Three times within an hour we find ourselves trapped in 
places from which there's no escape but to repeatedly 
walk off the edge of a platform until our health runs out; 
we respawn at the last of the sparsely scattered restore 
points we activated, at the opposite end to the exit. 

Things pick up once we get our hands on a triple 
jump (which produces a grating sound effect best 
described as a staple gun coughing) and a multi-dash, 
though the abilities are spread so haphazardly that we 
end up with four different weapons before any additional 
traversal options — at one stage, we pick up three 
upgrades in ten minutes, having gone an hour or more 
without so much as a sniff of another. 

Some people might well look at all this and be 
encouraged. We can't deny we've recently found 
ourselves bemoaning the bland smoothness of certain 
games, yearning for them to push back a little more, to 
provide that friction that makes you snap to attention. 
Alas, a little too often, Recompile only seems to H 
prove we should be careful what we wish for. 


TOP Of the four areas that splinter 
off from the hub, the blue zone is 
the only one where it's apparent as 
soon as you enter that you need a 
very specific ability to progress. 
MAIN Recompile's soundtrack is its 
one unequivocal triumph: a mix of 
abstract ambient themes and 
haunting piano that helps establish 
an oppressive atmosphere. 

RIGHT The fourth and fifth weapons 
combined with Underclock make 
light work of most enemies, 
including the bosses. We're sure 
some players will manage them at 
normal speed, but when most of 
their attacks are one-hit kills we 
feel no shame whatsoever in 
beating them having activated 
what amounts to a cheat mode 


ABOVE Janus is your guide for the early game, outlining your initial 
tasks and explaining upgrades, but they're otherwise silent for the 
remainder of it. We end up wishing they'd pipe up a little more often 
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PLAY 


Axiom Verge 2 


hy do something yourself, when you can get 

a machine to do it for you? That seems to 

have been the founding principle of Axiom 
Verge 2, a sequel determined to find more distance from 
the Metroid-like design its predecessor held close. The 
very first tool it hands you is an ice pick, letting you 
give enemies the Trotsky treatment with a few swipes 
— but this direct approach quickly proves unsatisfying 
in comparison to what else the game has to offer. 

First, there’s the hacking system, which takes the 
concept of Axiom Verge’s glitch-triggering Address 
Disruptor and expands it, both figuratively and literally. 
Instead of a gun in the hands (there are none of those to 
be found here), your entire form is encircled by a field 
of nanites, growing outwards as you hold the trigger. 
Hacking any foe caught in its radius, you’re generally 
given a few options: will you deactivate its weapons, 
turn it to your side, or convince it to drop its health- 
restoring cargo so you can scoop it up and run onwards? 

The drone arrives shortly afterwards, ensuring you 
need never get your hands dirty. Able to slip into tight 
gaps like Samus Aran’s Morph Ball, this steerable bot is 
another idea that has an analogue in the first game — 
this time built out to become effectively a second, 


Worldbuilding is surprisingly involved, dressing up sci-fi concerns 
in imagery lifted from Mesopotamian mythology. What looks like 
a djinn is actually a consciousness uploaded to a cloud of nanites 
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Developer/publisher 

Thomas Happ Games 

Format PC, PS4, PS5, Switch (tested) 
Release Out now 


SKIPPED BEAT 

Axiom Verge 25 disinterest in 
combat extends to its boss 
encounters. Tucked away in 
corners of the map, you'll find 
robotic creatures so large they 
barely fit on the screen — but 
fighting them is entirely 
optional, your only reward for 
victory a couple of skill points 
that are in plentiful supply 
elsewhere. It's good they're not 
mandatory, given that in our 
experience most battles involve 
a lot of standing in one spot 
and hammering the attack 
button as quickly as possible. 
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external self that's at least as capable as your human 
form. Early on, the drone provides a low-risk way of 
clearing rooms and exploring splits in the map, but as it 
develops its own distinct set of abilities, including a 
pleasingly springy grapple, you'll find yourself spending 
more and more time in drone form — a growing reliance 
that is played upon brilliantly in a second-act twist. 

Most important of all, it grants access to the 
subspace dimension known as the Breach. Just as the 
drone reveals itself as a worthy alternative to your 
human self, this turns out to be a full second map laid 
under the first, following its rough curves but diverging 
at several vital points. Occasionally, getting beyond a 
seemingly impassable wall is not simply a case of 
applying the correct ability but ducking into the Breach 
and navigating past it on the other side. 

The game occasionally gets lost in the cleverness of 
its own layouts, sending you towards a marker when 
really you need to be heading in the opposite direction 
on that map's mirror. But this is where it locates its 
challenge, testing your spatial reasoning rather than 
reflexes. Axiom Verge 2 all but sheds the vestigial 
combat elements of the latter-day Metroidvania to 
focus on the genre's foundational pleasure: the sense 
of walking a familiar neighbourhood, taking an 
unexplored alleyway on a whim, and emerging 
somewhere that seems far from where you began. 


The Forgotten 


dapted by a core team of three from a popular 

Skyrim mod, The Forgotten City is an absorbing 

reminder that videogames are naturally suited 
to detective fiction. It arrives at the perfect time, at 
once riding the recent wave of unconventional 
detective games such as Return Of The Obra Dinn and 
Paradise Killer, but also the coattails of the time-loop 
trend. As it casts your contemporary protagonist into 
a 2,000-year-old cursed Roman city, its hook allows 
developer Modern Storyteller to throw in a few timely 
gags. Asked if you can understand the concept of a 
collective being condemned by the acts of selfish 
individuals, you’re given the opportunity to reply 
that, yes, you’ve recently lived through a pandemic. 

As an elevator pitch, it’s a doozy. This underground 
settlement — relatively compact, as videogame cities 
go, but “just big and dark enough to get lost in” — is 
occupied by just 22 characters, who live by (and in fear 
of) a Golden Rule: “the many shall suffer for the sins of 
the one” The local magistrate, convinced your arrival 
means someone is about to break it, charges you with 
finding out who that might be. It’s a rare example of a 
detective game where you’re not arriving after the fact, 
yet you’re constantly reminded of the stakes by the 


The Forgotten City's origins are occasionally apparent, especially when 
interacting with characters, but otherwise this is a handsomely presented 
game. There are distractingly long loading times in certain areas, though 


Developer Modern Storyteller 
Publisher Dear Villagers 

Format PC, PS4, PS5, Switch, Xbox One, 
Xbox Series 

Release Out now 


Before you first enter the portal, 
you can choose your profession, 
a light character class system 
which makes marginal 
differences to your playthrough. 
An archaeologist's knowledge 
of Roman history manifests in 
additional dialogue options, 
which can prove useful. 
Fugitives can run faster, while 
amnesiacs' past trauma makes 
them harder to take down. 

As a soldier, you're equipped 
with a firearm and ten bullets: 
tempting though it is to give 
the obnoxious Desius a brutal 
comeuppance, he's probably 
not worth it. 


City 


unsettling presence of whispering golden statues. From 
the outset, they add a note of heavy portent, as you 
wonder what could have made a gladiator run, or leave 
a legionary stricken by terror. We soon find out, as a 
bow-wielding assassin arrives, prompting a sprint for 
the portal so we can start again — now armed with the 
knowledge that the ceiling of a nearby building is about 
to collapse. Rather than try to placate him, this time we 
lie and tell him his target is hidden within. 

That is but one of a series of mysteries and plot 
threads that are teased out over successive runs, as you 
gradually grow familiar with the city's secrets and its 
residents' proclivities. Between conversations, you mull 
over the various moral and philosophical quandaries 
raised. Can an altruistically motivated crime still be 
classed as a sin (especially when the ‘victim’ is an 
unpleasant and self-serving shopkeeper charging a 
fortune for vital medicine)? Its few flaws stem partly 
from the source: in classic Elder Scrolls style, you won't 
be able to interrupt characters' routines, and each time 
you must wait for them to turn their heads so they can 
address you face on. Others are the result of limited 
resources: the writing is excellent, but the quality of 
the voice acting wavers. Yet Modern Storyteller has 
concocted a gripping mystery here. In exploring the 
past so thoughtfully, it has established itself as a D 


name to watch in the future. 
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PLAY 


Toodee And Topdee 


here’s nothing quite like a good gimmick — and 

the one at the heart of Toodee And Topdee is great. 

As the title suggests, you’re controlling two 
characters. There’s Topdee, who sees the world from 
above, the ground divided into square tiles and littered 
with blocks that can be pushed around, Sokoban style. 
And Toodee, for whom the world is more akin to Mario 
Bros, each level a single screen of platforms and threats 
to navigate. Puzzle, meet platformer. 

You can switch between the two at any time, leaving 
your previous character in position (even if that’s mid- 
jump) as the perspective shifts: what was previously a 
platform to jump on becomes a crate waiting to be 
nudged into position. Switch back, and that platform is 
in a different spot. This idea proves stretchy enough to 
populate the first of five worlds — but, like any good 
puzzle game, Toodee And Topdee takes its core concept 
and kneads it, rolling it out into fresh shapes. 

The second world introduces enemies (pigs and 
bats), which can follow you across the perspective 
switch, adding a pinch of urgency to proceedings. The 
third is themed around elemental forces: thunderstorms 
and water, which both act according to the current 
direction of gravity, and traps that spit fire. The fourth 


Later puzzles incorporate elements from multiple worlds. Here, portals, 
gravity blocks, fire traps, button-activated doors and Tookee the mimic 
combine with elegance. Elsewhere, the complexity leaves us cursing 
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BUG REPORT 

To lure you back into its puzzles, 
Toodee And Topdee offers a neat 
challenge system. On screen are 
three ladybirds of different 
colours, added to your collection 
if you can complete the level 
within a target time and a set 
number of moves and switches 
between characters. As you 
exceed each, the relevant bug 
will fly away, letting you know 
you've missed the target. It's a 
lovely bit of presentation, even 
if attempting to perfect some 
puzzles is a daunting prospect. 


adds portals and a third character that mimics the 
actions of both Toodee and Topdee. The fifth changes 
the format of the game entirely, going from Mario Bros 
to Super Mario Bros as the screen starts to scroll, an 
ever-advancing fog meaning you need to keep both 
characters in motion. A grand finale twists the gimmick 
in a whole new direction. 

These elements aren’t especially novel, but Toodee 
And Topdee’s dimension switching is catalyst enough to 
produce a fresh compound. The problem, as the game 
layers on complications, is that some puzzles have too 
many moving parts. The mix of leaping and pushing 
blocks forces you to exercise thumbs and prefrontal 
cortex alike, but jumping between the two can jar. 

Challenge is part of the sales pitch here — the game 
consciously models itself on Celeste, right down to the 
granular accessibility settings. Being able to slow time 
or ignore damage is welcome, but the absence of a Baba 
Is You-style undo button feels like an oversight, 
especially in later multi-part puzzles. Repeating the 
execution when you cracked the solution long before is 
tedious; failing due to split-second timing is not only 
frustrating, it can cause you to doubt a solution that 
later turns out to be sound. In combining two genres, 
Toodee And Topdee can tap into the best of both worlds, 
but it inherits their respective vulnerabilities, D 
too, and at times they make for an ugly pairing. 
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Looking back at the debut game 


that laid the blueprint tor Hades 
By Henry St LEGER 


Developer Supergiant Games Publisher Warner Bros Interactive Entertainment Format 360, iOS, PC, PS4, PS Vita, Switch, Xbox One Release 2011 


s the Kid takes his 
first steps in the 
shattered world of 
Bastion, tiles rising 
out of the sky and 
ether to meet his 
feet, ragged curtains 
and broken columns 
lining the uncertain path ahead, there’s a 
meeting of sorts. Amid the confusion, 
clutter and brokenness of what’s before him, 
he finds “his lifelong friend just lying in the 
road. Well, it’s a touching reunion.” 

The friend in this case is the Cael 
Hammer: a hefty weapon able to knock aside 
and flatten enemies. It’s a blunt instrument 
by definition, its haft about the length of the 
Kid himself, the weight of it ploughing into 
stone walls, wooden barrels and floating 
spectres alike. But it gets the job done. 

That's essentially the feeling we get upon 
picking up Bastion again, a full decade from 
its initial release. It's an old friend that feels 
half familiar, half unfamiliar; as spirited as 
any of the games Supergiant Games has 
released since — the remarkable run of 
Transistor, Pyre and Hades — but occasionally 
awkward in the hands, inevitably faltering 
when compared with the studio's later, 
slicker output. 

Still, it certainly got the job done. Bastion 
released to critical acclaim, selling millions 
of copies in the following years. Inspired by 
both the Western novels of Cormac 
McCarthy and the colourful, isometric 
JRPGs of the '90s, the action RPG casts you 
as one of the few survivors of an apocalyptic 
event known as the Calamity. This cataclysm 
shattered the city of Caelandia and its 
surrounding landscape into handily bite- 
sized levels, now overrun with deadly beasts 
and deadlier vegetation. 

Despite the apocalyptic backdrop, there is 
plenty of colour and life to be found in 
Bastion. It's got charming narration at every 
turn and gorgeously ^ hand-painted 
backgrounds; imaginative enemy designs 
(ghostly tadpoles, underground sharks, the 
usual) and increasingly overpowered 
weaponry (cannons and battering rams); and 
a home that, despite the odd setback, 
gradually regains some of its former glory. 

Starting with the hammer is по 
accidental choice. While there’s a wide 
variety of weapons in the game, from 


Western-inspired pistols and carbines to 

spears and flamethrowers, it’s the hammer 

that makes the most sense for the Kid — as a 

builder, one who uses a tool to both break pj: 

things apart and put them together. ———————5 


As much as Bastion is a game about loss, ПЕС 


it's also a story of restoration. While the [i 


world around you is shattered, the very act 
of traversing its haphazard levels rebuilds it, 
as tiles and objects fly into view in front of 
you, making navigation its own act of 
creation, or at least reassembly. You do 
spend much of your time destroying scenery 
and slaying vicious birds and beasts, but it’s 
ostensibly (as you’re reminded by the 
narrator, Rucks) to make a better world for 
them. And eventually you do indeed get the 
opportunity to restore everything to the way 
it was before the Calamity struck. 

The game’s designers originally intended 
Bastion to have a gardening element. That 
sadly didn’t make it to release, but this 
sentiment of growth and nurture lives on in 
the accumulation of mementos, friends and 
even pets around your home base, the 
Bastion of the title. Bringing together the 
highlights of this charming world in one 
central, curated plot of land. Planting seeds 
for a better world than this one. 


+ + + + 
+ + + + 


+ + + + 


Playing Bastion in 2021, it's 
impossible not to notice the seeds that 
would blossom in Supergiant’s later games, 
in particular its most recent release and 
breakout hit, Hades, a dungeon-crawling 
Roguelike set in the eponymous underworld 
of ancient Greek mythology. It’s no surprise 
that the latter game feels more advanced and 
polished, being the cumulative result of the 
studio’s work over the years. Revisiting 
Bastion, though, it’s clear that this is where 
the template for Hades was established. 

The two games have much in common. 
Just on the surface level, they share the 
isometric perspective, action-RPG combat, 
strong narrative element, deep-voiced 
narrators and customisable weapon loadouts. 
Of course, a small team of persistent staff 
will usually result in consistencies such as 
these. Bastion was, incredibly, made by a 
team of just seven, developed in the living 
room of a staffer’s parent — humble origins 
which the game’s lasting popularity has far 
exceeded. While Supergiant has since grown 
to a team of 20 - а still-compact ^ 


headcount at odds with the studio’s name — 
that core of seven has remained in place. 
We're told by creative director Greg 
Kasavin that the studio’s game engine has 
been “extensively updated and overhauled 
since the Bastion days’, restructured in an 
effort to aid porting between different 
platforms. Kasavin puts any similarities 
between Hades and Bastion down to the 
shared isometric perspective, *more than 
anything about the engine itself" And yet, 
there's a ghost that lingers. At times the 
motions of enemies feel eerily similar across 
the two games: the Gasfells with their 
miners' picks halt in the area for a moment 
before their weapon plunges down, just as 
the Wretched Thugs in Hades bring down 
their clubs onto Zagreus; the widening of a 
Squirt's eyes before it rushes forward 
anticipates Hades’ Numbskulls. 


Both games share a love of variety, too. 
Bastion will drop a new weapon halfway 
through a level, forcing you to change your 
strategy and adjust to new conditions in the 
thick of battle, possibly even removing the 
use of your Secret Skill (tied to a now- 
replaced weapon). Meanwhile, the making — 
or breaking — of a Hades run can come down 
to a single randomised Boon, electrifying the 
swipe of a blade or deflecting a death blow to 
give you the slight advantage you need. Both 
games circle around a trio of customisable 
attack options, and incentivise you to try 
every weapon, skill and power in earnest. 

The most vital thing that Hades and 
Bastion share is a desire to restore, rebuild 
and return people to each other. The slick 
combat and continual Boon upgrades may be 
what pushes you from room to room, boss to 
boss, but it’s the prospect of reuniting 


It's hard not to feel affection 


for the ramshackle Bastion 
as you gradually rebuild its 
shops, shrines and distilleries 


WHAT HADES AND BASTION SHARE IS 
A DESIRE TO RESTORE, 
RETURN PEOPLE TO EACH OTHER 


Enemy movements can 

feel eerily similar across 
both Bastion and Hades. 

If you've played the latter, 
you'll know how to navigate 
this Scumbag's attacks 


Zagreus with his mother, and restoring her 
to her rightful place in the underworld, that 
really drives him, and us. The subplots echo 
this sentiment, encouraging you to find ways 
to end the torture of eternal souls, help 
separated lovers and family members see 
each other again, or forge bonds with the 
Olympic gods themselves. The action, varied 
as it might be, is only a tool to serve the 
greater satisfactions of a drink shared with a 


REBUILD AND 


whip-wielding Fury, or of living to hear the 
praise of the lord of the underworld himself. 

Bastion has nothing like the scale of 
Hades, of course. You can whip through it in 
around eight hours, including the occasional 
setback or distraction. (The most substantial 
of which is the Proving Grounds, where you 
compete in time trials and minigames in an 
effort to master individual weapons: the 
Fang Repeater, Scrap Musket, Brusher's 
Pike.) Its successor bakes repetition into the 
action itself, finding ways to encourage ever- 
changing weapon and upgrade loadouts, so 
you could spend hundreds of hours trying 
every combination, unearthing every side 
quest and unheard dialogue tree. 


Bastion's limitations are evident. 
There are only four central characters in the 
entire game, including the Kid, and no 
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Getting pickaxed by a 
Gasfella will hurt, but Logan 
Cunningham's voiceover 
makes every moment worth it 
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dialogue, aside from the commentary of 
Logan Cunningham’s narrator. (Cunningham 
would, of course, go on to become a regular 
collaborator. He narrates Hades too, along 
with providing voices for several of its 
characters.) The rest of the supporting cast 
are very much dead. You'l come across 
countless dust statues across Bastion’s 
levels — morbid outlines of civilians, each 
with their own sombrely 
remembered by Rucks’ voiceover. Supergiant 
only had “four or five” character models for 
these. Ав Kasavin explains in Noclip’s 
Bastion documentary, they’re all “scaled 
differently, flipped horizontally and so on, to 
create the impression that it was this big 
group of people, almost in a Pompeii style.” 
The game manages to carry these 
restrictions with confidence, even style. 
While levels are essentially linear, the self- 
assembly of the ground beneath your feet as 


names, 


The floating city is 
designed so that you 
can see the sky, despite 
Bastion's isometric 
perspective. Just don’t 
jump off the edge 


you traverse them brings a sense of endless 8 
possibility, as if you can wander anywhere, 
do anything. Even the limits — say, when you 
simply wander right off a walkway into the 
depths below — are lent personality by the 
narrator’s winking retort: “Only fooling” 

This voiceover is perhaps the element 
that defines Bastion more than any other. It 
lends so much to the atmosphere that it 
might come as a surprise to learn that the 
narrator was a late addition, a solution 
intended to drip-feed lore and story beats 
without halting the action. It’s this deft use 
of the tools at a developer’s disposal which 
makes Bastion still feel so fresh and light, 
soaring skywards over the obstacles that 
might have tripped it up. 

Given the game’s success, a sequel might 
have seemed the logical next step. Kasavin 
tells us, though, that Supergiant “actively 
chose not to make more Bastion games.” 
Besides, while the studio may have decided 
against developing Bastion 2.0, per se, there’s 
no denying the influence this debut had, or 
how firmly it laid a template for its work in 
the years afterward. 

In Bastion’s final moments, you are forced 
to decide whether to restore the lost world, 
resetting the clock to a time before the 
Calamity and risking it happening all over 
again, or simply to evacuate the Bastion with 
all your friends and attempt to start afresh. 
The Kid has to choose whether they want to 
return to, or move on from, the past. But, as 
Bastion’s successors have shown, sometimes 
you really can do both. 
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